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Welcome

Winter inspiration
I � rst met Kirk Watson while I was training for 
my Summer Mountain Leader certi� cate at 
Glenmore Lodge. He was leading our group, 
and I was inspired by his enthusiasm and sense 
of fun in the mountains whatever the weather. 
In this issue he starts to review gear for us. 
He was an obvious choice – his playground 

is the Cairngorms, he’s an experienced international mountain 
leader, � lmmaker and has spent an awful lot of time in Antarctica 
(once making a horror � lm out there – nights are very long and 
very cold in Antarctica) and he’ll be covering our higher end 
mountaineering gear. On page 78 he writes: “Winter is my favorite 
time to be in the mountains in Scotland, especially when the snow 
is crisp and hard and the only noise is the crunch from your feet.”

It’s a sentiment shared by someone who also makes their home in 
the Cairngorms, Chris Townsend. Introducing our 11-page feature 
highlighting the best of winter in the Highlands, he also writes of 
his passion for winter. When commissioning this issue I thought 
about who else had inspired me; Alan Hinkes immediately sprang to 
mind. He is one of Britain’s best ever mountaineers having climbed 
all 14 8,000-metre peaks, but he just can’t resist being out in the 
mountains of the Lake District, especially when there’s snow on 
the ground and a whi�  of adventure. And anyone who has seen his 
beautiful book will know he also takes a mighty good picture too. He 
writes and photographs his zeal for the Lakes in winter on page 32.

Kirk, Chris and Alan are just three of the people who inspire me to 
get out onto the hill, and we hope they inspire you too. � e rest is up 
to you – who are you going to encourage to get out on the mountains?
Daniel, January 2015, London 
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Contributors And their ideal trip to the Highlands

Alec Forss
Alec has been hiking among the 
spectacular multi-coloured rock 
formations of the Quebrada de 
Humahuaca in the northwest 
of Argentina, close to Bolivia. 
Home to soaring condors, llamas, 
prickly cacti, arid mountains 
and searing heat, it was a much-
needed contrast to the cold, dark 
winter at home in Sweden.
Ideal trip to the Highlands: 
“I’d love to revisit the Cairngorms 
and complete a ski-traverse of 
the Lairig Ghru. Last time on 
foot I was prevented by strong 
winds and deep snow.”

Vivienne Crow
During breaks between storms, 
award-winning contributor 
Vivienne Crow has been seeking 
out the quieter corners of Cumbria. 
The Howgills, the Lake District’s 
Northern Fells and the North 
Pennines all provided her with 
some winter solitude, and she says 
her sighting in Geltsdale of a hen 
harrier  – so rare in England  –  was 
a particularly uplifting moment. 
Ideal trip to the Highlands: 
“My favourite places and mountains 
are constantly changing, but in 
recent years I’ve fallen in love with 
Torridon – whatever the season.”

Roger Butler
Roger and his family managed 
to enjoy autumn sunshine in the 
mountains of western Andalucia, 
where warm temperatures, long, 
rugged walks and splendid scenery in 
the Grazalema Natural Park provided 
a welcome tonic before the onset of 
winter. Back home, roving red kites 
replaced soaring Spanish vultures 
when he took his ten year-old son on a 
backpack around the empty western 
fringes of the Brecon Beacons. 
Ideal trip to the Highlands: “A good 
track is often the best way to fi nish 
a walk when the days are short. I’d 
therefore suggest the Beinn a’Ghlo 
massif, to the north of Blair Atholl, 
where several memorable summits 
are followed by a safe torch-lit 
tramp back down Glen Tilt.”

Will Renwick
After researching the Highlands 
feature for this month’s issue, Will 
has been on a winter hill binge. 
He covered almost the whole of 
the Brecon Beacons; with trips to 
its western, central and eastern 
parts, and had his fi rst stay in 
a bothy (see p107). As if that 
wasn’t enough, he’s also been on a 
weekend trip to the Lake District.
Ideal trip to the Highlands: 
“I’m currently trying to work out 
when I can escape to try Chris 
Townsend’s recommended 
wild camp in Glen Feshie forest 
(see p21). Sounds a corker.”

Andy McCandlish
Andy’s latest venture started 
with a 5am rise, scraping ice 
off the car at -5˚C before 
heading to his local hill of Ben 
Lomond. A headtorch walk to 
the summit under starry skies 
and a dusting of new snow was 
perfectly timed for a blustery 
sunrise – the very best of winter.
Ideal trip to the Highlands: 
“It would have to be the 
Cairngorms – a day’s winter 
mountaineering on the tops 
followed by a bivvy low in the 
sheltered Caledonian forest.”

Alan Hinkes 
The writer of TGO’s Outdoor 
Book of the Year for 8000 Metres: 
Climbing the World’s Highest 
Mountains has been enjoying his 
native Yorkshire and the Lake 
District recently. He’s also been 
on TV grappling with a slippery 
and dangerous Broad Stand in 
Life of a Mountain: Scafell Pike 
(he made it safely down).
Ideal trip to the Highlands: 
“As well as world-class, serious 
winter climbs, the Ben Nevis and 
Glencoe area has fabulous winter 
walks. The friendly Clachaig Inn is a 
good base to explore this north-
western part of the Highlands.”
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Escape

Langdale Pikes, 
Lake District
“Langdale is an oft-visited winter 
location for me, the angle of 
the early morning sun working 
much better than in summer 
to catch the face of the Pikes. I 
wasn’t blessed with anything too 
dramatic the day I shot this, but 
the patch of light nicely echoes 
the shape of the cloud above. 

“Briefly a wonderful day to 
be out breaking trail in a pristine 
winter mountain landscape, 
but half an hour later the cloud 
rolled in and the views were 
gone for the rest of the day.”

Photo by Stewart Smith
stewartsmithphotography.co.uk 

p 30| Lake District in Winter
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Escape

Helvellyn, 
Lake District
“I often bimble up Helvellyn in 
winter. Under full snow and ice 
conditions it offers a fine challenge 
akin to a micro Himalayan 
Peak. The topography is classic 
textbook physical geography: 
a cirque or corrie surrounded 
by knife-edge ridges.

“This bitterly cold winter day 
the snow was crisp and firm and I 
paused at Red Tarn to hastily snap 
this into-the-sun photo as two 
well kitted out winter fellwalkers 
headed off towards Swirral Edge. 
I followed them to the summit 
of Helvellyn and descended via 
Striding Edge – a quality outing.”

Photo by Alan Hinkes 
alanhinkes.info 

p 30| Lake District in Winter
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Escape

Moine Moor, 
Cairngorms
“Another trip into the Cairngorms, 
and this time the avalanche risk 
prompted a visit to the Moine 
Moor. The briefest of weather 
windows meant searching for a 
camp early, and we dropped down 
into a tiny valley. The snow was 
undisturbed and made for silent 
travel; the feeling of wild magic was 
palpable. Possibly one of the fi nest 
experiences I have had in the winter 
hills, in a secret glen on the quiet 
side of the Cairngorms.”

Photo by David Lintern
davidlintern.com 

p 21 | The Winter Highlands
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Escape

Durdle Door, 
Dorset
“This natural arch on the Jurassic 
Coast is one of the UK’s most 
iconic wonders. The sun only rises 
through the archway for a few days 
of the year (close to the winter 
solstice) when the Sun is at its most 
southerly rising point. After I had 
set a 3:30am alarm and travelled for 
a five-hour (round-trip) drive, I felt 
it was well worth the effort to see 
such a magnificent site.”

Photo by Damien Davis
damiendavis.co.uk 
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Almanac March
14 Outdoor sculptures 15 Events 16 Picnic gear 17 Alex Ellis-Roswell 17 March skies 18 Climate change

March in the hills

The Yorkshire sculpTure park 
– the largest of its kind in Europe – is 
launching a major exhibition on 7 
March, and going back to its roots to 
re-examine the work of its founder 
Henry Moore: Back to a Land will 
showcase more than 120 works of 
art placed around the park-cum-
museum until September, as part of 
an exploration into the Yorkshire-
born sculptor’s profound relationship 
with the land. Along with works by 
contemporary artists such as David 
Nash and Andy Goldsworthy, Moore’s 
monumental pieces such as Large 
Two Forms and Large Reclining 
Figure will also be there to be enjoyed.

While the sculptures might offer 
a visual feast in themselves, it’s their 
setting that is the greatest charm to 
many. The art is placed around the 
gardens, forests and rolling hills of the 
former Bretton Hall estate, 500-acres 
that you’re free to roam about as 
you please... a pleasure also awarded 
to the sheep that graze there. As if 
a walk in the West Yorkshire hills 
wasn’t enough to tempt us in itself.
ysp.co.uk

 CASS Sculpture 
Foundation
Walk around the 
twenty-six acre grounds 
of this estate in West 
Sussex and explore its 
ever changing display of 
eighty sculptures. Past 
highlights have been a 
giant pink goat and an 
inflatable pig.
sculpture.org.uk

 Forest of Dean Sculpture Trail
A leafy trail of discovery through one of England’s 
most loved forests. The project has been running 
since 1986, with the Forest of Dean Sculpture Trust 
and the Forestry Commission working together 
to produce an amazing blend of art and nature.
forestofdean-sculpture.org.uk

 Grizedale 
Sculpture Park
Fifty permanent 
works of art designed 
specifically for their 
location in this 
Cumbrian forest. 
Get up to the park’s 
highest point at 314 
metres for views over 
the Lake District and 
down to a bizarre 
panopticon sculpture.
grizedalesculpture.org

4 more sculpture parks
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18 -22 February

Fort William 
Mountain Festival
With February usually offering 
some of the best winter 
conditions in Lochaber, there’s 
no better time or place for a 
mountain festival. Over the five 
days there’s set to be an exciting 
programme, with speakers 
such as blind adventurer Dean 
Dunbar, and climbers Ines 
Papert and Martin Boysen. 
What’s more, the BANFF Film 
Festival tour will be stopping 
by with its award winning 
adventure films. It all kicks 
off with the festival’s own 
unique take on the lighting of 
the Olympic flame – a torch 
carried by ski and mountain 
bike down to the town from 
the top of Aonach Mor.
mountainfestival.co.uk

28 February – 7 March
Crickhowell 
Walking Festival
The market town will be 
holding a busy programme of 
guided walks around the Black 
Mountains and Brecon Beacons, 
plus there’ll be courses in map 
reading and navigation.
crickhowellfestival.com

10 March at 19:30

Solo Across Antarctica: 
an Evening with 
Felicity Aston
In 2012, Felicity Aston became 
the first woman to ski across the 
whole of Antarctica. Alongside 
photos and video footage, she’ll be 
recounting this epic adventure for a 
night at The Heatons Sports Club in 
Stockport (tickets £6 on the door).
rucksackclub.org

20-22 March
Sheffield Adventure 
Film Festival (ShAFF)
More than 100 of the best 
adventure, travel and extreme 
sports films from around the 
world, shown over one weekend 
at Sheffield’s Showroom Cinema, 
Pennine Lecture Theatre and 
Sheffield Hallam University.
shaff.co.uk

28 March
Three Peaks Trial
‘The oldest challenge walk in 
the UK’ created in 1963 for less 
experienced walkers to be able to 
test their endurance and navigation. 
Choose from several different 
routes in the Black Mountains 
ranging from 10 to 20 miles.
threepeakstrial.co.uk

Outdoor
Events

 Kielder Water 
and Forest Park
This 250-square mile 
forest in Northumberland 
is interesting enough, 
regardless of the works of 
art hidden throughout it. It’s 
England’s largest ‘working 
forest’ and is home to the 
UK’s largest man-made 
lake, plus there are several 
designated Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest.
visitkielder.com

   Fort William 
Mountain Festival
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Almanac March

To Tom, With Love
Despite dull, cold weather, a 
crowd of about 250 outdoor 
enthusiasts gathered at Balmaha 
on the east shore of Loch 
Lomond on 29 December – the 
centenary of Tom Weir’s birth 
– to see a statue of the much-
loved Scottish mountaineer, 
writer and broadcaster unveiled.

The ceremony was 
performed by Tom’s 94-year-
old widow Rhona, ably assisted 
by former Great Outdoors 
editor Cameron McNeish and 
well-known outdoorsman and 
musician Jimmie Macgregor. 
The life-size bronze statue by 
sculptor Sean Hedges-Quinn 
shows Tom in relaxed mode 
taking in the view, and of course 
wearing his traditional red 
bobble-hat (or ‘toorie’) which 
many of those attending had 
also donned for the occasion.

Tom Weir was perhaps 
best known for his TV series 
Weir’s Way which ran from 
1976 to 1987 and is still being 
repeated today. He was an 
unlikely TV star, but his natural 
gift of communicating quickly 
won people over. He also had 
a monthly column in Scots 
Magazine for over 50 years, 
and he was a distinguished 
mountaineer with Alpine and 
Himalayan ascents to his credit.

The statue is on the route of 
the West Highland Way and will 
be a lasting memory of a man of 
many parts who inspired untold 
numbers of others to follow in 
his footsteps and to enjoy and 
cherish the Scottish countryside.
Roger Smith

1

2

3

5

4

Peak picnic
No one wants a squashed sandwich or cold tea on the mountain. 
Here’s a look at some accessories, and a rather clever picnic blanket…

1 Sigg Alu Box Maxi
This tough aluminium box is big 
enough to fi t lunch in for two 
(22.5cm x 14.5 x 8cm), has a good 
snap seal (there aren’t going to be 
any leaks) and only weighs 340g.
£20, sigg.com

2 Sigg Hot & Cold 0.3L
A nice touch on this slim and 
sturdy vacuum-insulated bottle 
is a removable tea fi lter – maybe 
for your nettles en route. It keeps 
water hot (or cold) for several hours 
and also comes in a half-litre size. 
£20, sigg.com

3 Primus Winter Gas 
The award-winning Primus Winter 
Gas (Highly Commended in the 
TGO Awards) is a clever piece of 
design in the canister that allows 

it to be used effi ciently in very low 
temperatures. There’s a Vapormesh 
inner that absorbs liquid gas, 
makes a wider surface area and 
dispenses fuel more effi ciently. 
230g £6.75, 450g £10, primus.eu

4 MSR Titan Kettle
This is one for us ultralighters. 
This titanium kettle weighs 
a mere 124g and has proved 
robust over the years, but 
comes at a hefty price of £50. 
msrgear.com

5 Primus Express Spider 
One of our go-to stoves is the 
hose-mounted Express Spider 
(228g). The low profi le means 
it’s stable in the wind and it’s 
been very hardwearing. 
£52 (Spider II), primus.eu

6 Gigsak blanket
A technical picnic blanket? 
That’s what this is. The Gigsak 
can be turned from a picnic 
blanket into a survival shelter. 
Not one for backpacking 
(910g), but for bimbles 
around the Lakes it’s perfect. 
£42, gigsak.co.uk

6
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Night skies

W NORTH E E SOUTH W

Full Moon March 5
New Moon March 20

March skies

 1 |  Ullapool Wester Ross
March 1 07.14 ➔ 17.51
March 31  06.50 ➔ 19.59

 2 |  Ambleside Lake District
March 1 07.00 ➔ 17.48
March 31  06.45 ➔ 19.46

 3 |  Whitby North Yorks
March 1 06.50 ➔ 17.38
March 31  06.36 ➔ 19.36

 4 |  Llanberis Wales
March 1 07.02 ➔ 17.54
March 31  06.51 ➔ 19.49

 5 |  Truro Cornwall
March 1 07.02 ➔ 18.01
March 31  06.57 ➔ 19.50   

Sunrises & Sunsets

1

3

4

5

THE ICE OF MARCH… 1962

The mean temperature of 
the UK’s March of 1962 
was -1.9°C, more than 
6°C below the long-term 
monthly average.

2

Approximate star positions for January evening skies
Looking north: 1| Const. Aries;  2| Const. Perseus;  
3| Const. Cassiopeia;  4| Const. Cepheus;  

5| Polaris, const. Ursa Minor;  6| Const. Draco;  
7| The Plough, const. Ursa Major;  8| Arcturus;  
Looking south: 9| Regulus, const. Leo;  10| Jupiter;  
11| Const. Cancer;  12| Sirius;  13| Procyon, const. Canis Minor;  
14| Const. Gemini;  15| Betelgeuse, const. Orion;  
16| Capella, const Auriga;  17| Aldebaran, const. Taurus;  
18| Pleiades star cluster (Seven Sisters).
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Q&A
Alex Ellis-Roswell
It’s been over half a year since 21-year-old 
Alex set off  from his home in Margate on a 
journey to raise money for the RNLI. He’s 
since covered the south coast and rounded 
the South West peninsula notching up 
more than 1,000 miles. But he’s still got 
a long way to go to complete his lap on 
foot around the whole of Great Britain.

It must be tough walking through this 
winter! How’s it all been so far?
I've been incredibly lucky with the weather. 
August and September were my fi rst two 
months of walking and aside from two 
summer hurricanes they were incredibly 
dry and warm. More recently the winter 
months here in the South West have 
actually been relatively warm as well. 

How’s the wild camping been – any 
really good/really dreadful pitches?
Not as terrible as I fi rst thought actually. 
Th ose fi rst few months waking up to early 
sunrises on beautiful beaches along the 
south coast, I couldn’t have been happier. 
Since the seasons have changed though, 
it’s become far more about staying dry and 
out of the wind, more survival I suppose. 
And as well as that, I’ve sought refuge in 
churches, smoking shelters, bus shelters 
and dozens of kind strangers’ homes. 

What sections have you enjoyed so far?
Th e further west I got into Cornwall the 
more beautiful the coastline got. I’ve 
really enjoyed this section of walking 
and the people and the cider make 
the whole experience even better!

Any timescale you’re looking 
to keep to at all? 
I should end up back in Margate sometime in 
summer 2016. Other than that, I let the walk 
itself largely dictate how far I get each day. If 
there’s a nice village I fi nd and I meet people 
I want to get to know more, I'll stick about. 

You can follow Alex’s progress on 
twitter @ellisroswell and go to 
mydonate.bt.com/fundraisers/
longwalkround to donate to his cause

HOTTEST MARCH

Mepal, Cambridgeshire

25°C 
29 March 1968 

COLDEST MARCH

Logie Coldstone, Aberdeenshire

-22.8°C 
14 March 1958 

CAIRNGORM STORM

A 173mph/150 
knot wind speed 
was measured 
on CairnGorm 
Mountain on 20 
March 1988 – the 
strongest blast ever 
recorded in the UK.

British Summer Time begins on 
Sunday 29 March. 
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Almanac March

The ruN-up To chrisTMas Was 
not a happy time for ski resorts 
in the Alps. Ski lift s and tows 
hung unused over bare, brown 
slopes while visitors tried to fi nd 
alternative things to do with no 
skiing available. When the snow 
did arrive, at the turn of the year, 
it fell in such quantities as to 
cause major travel disruption.

A little earlier, in Lima, Peru, 
the latest in a long line of ‘Earth 
summits’ predictably failed to 
deliver any signifi cant outcome. 
All this massive junket achieved 
was an agreement to try to reach 
a genuine agreement at the next 
gathering, due to be held in Paris 
towards the end of this year. With 
over 150 nations attending, each 
of them with their own agenda 
to pursue, it is not surprising that 
accord is so hard to attain, and 
the substantial carbon footprint 
imposed by these conferences 
is beginning to be questioned.

But is there really such a 
serious problem? Th e scientifi c 
evidence seems to indicate quite 
clearly that there is, and as we 
move towards a ‘tipping point’ 
where the change will become 
irreversible, the urgency of the 
situation steadily increases, as 
does the pressure on world leaders 
to get their eco-acts together.

Sensitive systems
Let’s take a step back and look at 
some of the reasons why things are 
changing. Th e Earth’s eco-system 
is a wonderfully balanced and 

highly responsive mechanism, able 
to cope with most change as long 
as the change is not too sudden 
or violent. In all its recent history 
(‘recent’ still being measured in 
millions of years) the Earth has 
maintained this balance so that 
the amount of energy leaving the 
planet is pretty much equal to 
that bestowed on us by the Sun.

Th is creates the opportunity for 
life to evolve in all its incredible 
variety. But there is another 
equally important factor. We hear 
much about the harmful eff ects 
of ‘greenhouse gases’ but in fact 
without these gases (basically 

water vapour, methane and carbon 
dioxide) things would be much 
more diffi  cult. Th ey create a 
‘blanket’ in the atmosphere which 
prevents loss of heat from the 
surface and keeps temperatures 
at a tolerable average of about 
15C. Without these gases, the 
Earth’s surface temperature 
would be more like -15C.

Th e problem that we are 
creating for ourselves is that 
our activities are releasing 
too much greenhouse gas, 
particularly carbon dioxide, into 
the atmosphere. Th e blanket is 
getting steadily thicker to the point 
where the surface systems are 
unable to cope and an incremental 

warming takes place. Th e eff ects 
of this include changes in climatic 
patterns (hence the lack of snow 
in the Alps, the retreating glaciers 
and the increasing number 
of extreme weather events) 
and most dangerously of all, 
melting of the polar ice-caps.

Th is latter phenomenon has 
reached a point where scientists 
are sounding a red alert. Loss of 
ice from the Greenland ice sheet 
increased by 600 per cent in the 
past decade, but most alarming is 
the situation in West Antarctica. 
Th is area, where the ice is more 
than 2km thick, sits at the end of 

a series of ice sheets which have 
been steadily collapsing. Th e fear 
is that if the collapse extends into 
West Antarctica, the massive ice 
sheet there could become unstable, 
allowing water to penetrate 
under the ice and eventually to a 
major collapse. If this happened, 
global sea levels could rise by up 
to six metres and the eff ect of 
that is all too easily imagined.

Too much carbon
Why is all this happening? It 
started, modestly enough, almost 
exactly 300 years ago when 
Joseph Newcomen invented the 
steam engine, setting in train 

eNVIrONMeNt

Our Warming World
Roger Smith looks at the consequences of global warming

To bequeath a world set on a relentless 
slide into rising temperatures – and 
sea levels – is surely unthinkable
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the Industrial Revolution. Th e 
inventions of Newcomen and 
others brought huge advances 
in manufacturing effi  ciency and 
(apparently) great benefi ts to the 
nations possessing this technology.

Th e increase in the use of 
machinery and in the consumption 
of power for both industrial and 
domestic purposes has continued 
unchecked. It was not however 
realised until recently that there 
was a downside to all this in that 
we were pouring huge amounts 
of carbon dioxide into the 
atmosphere. One current estimate 
is that we will burn about 10,000 
million tonnes of carbon this 
year, and this fi gure is increasing 
by 2 per cent year on year.

What happens to all the CO2? 
About a quarter of it is absorbed 
by vegetation (a fi gure which has 
decreased due to the deforestation 
of the tropics). Another 25% or 
so goes into the oceans which is 
making them both warmer and 
also more acidic, and thus less 
able to sustain the astonishing 
variety of marine life we now fi nd.

But the largest proportion 
of the CO2 goes up into the 
atmosphere – and the problem is 
that it stays there for hundreds of 
years. Over the past 300 years, the 
atmospheric concentration of CO2 
has risen by about 40%, a jump 
that the Earth’s ecosystems are 
fi nding impossible to cope with.

Th e evidence is compelling. 
Th e past 30 years have been the 
warmest on record, probably 
the warmest for the past 1,000 

years at least. Average surface 
temperature has increased by 
0.8C. Th e UN’s Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
says that “Warming of the 
climate system is unequivocal, 
and ... many of the observed 
changes are unprecedented”.

Can we stop it?
So what is to be done? Th e 
actions proposed become ever 
more drastic. Th ere seems to be 
a ‘tipping point’ at an increase 
of 2C. If we can hold to that, we 
should avoid the most disastrous 
consequences. But that can only 
be achieved by severely limiting 
carbon emissions. Th e IPCC have 
estimated that for the atmosphere 
to stabilise, we have less than 50 
years in which not just to reduce 
carbon emissions but to stop them 
altogether. Nothing else will do. 
Th e absolute minimum suggested 
is to reduce carbon emissions 
by at least 50 per cent by 2050.

Even if we do this, we are 
looking at an overall warming of 
about 2C which would mean sea 
levels rising by up to three metres, 
but the rise would be slow, enabling 
us to plan ahead to deal with the 
consequences for places such as 
the island nations of the Pacifi c.

To be fair, world leaders are 
starting to act. Th e US has set 
a target of almost 30 per cent 
reduction by 2025. China, a 
major emitter, has agreed to 
try to ‘peak’ its output by 2030 
and thereaft er to reduce it. Th e 

mayors of the world’s 40 largest 
cities have formed a Climate 
Leadership group and have agreed 
a substantial programme of action. 
Here in the UK, the 2008 Climate 
Change Act sets a series of legally 
binding fi ve-year steps to reduce 
emissions by 80 per cent by 2050.

We as individuals may seem 
helpless in the face of all these 
massive fi gures and apparent huge 
problems. But each of us can make 
a contribution, and it is better to 
do something, however little, than 
nothing. Th ere is much than can 
be achieved domestically in terms 
of house insulation and more 
energy effi  ciency, and in our leisure 
activities too, we should look to 
reduce car use whenever we can.

Last Tango in Paris?
So is the big ecofest in Paris our last 
chance saloon? Not necessarily. I 
take a jaundiced view of these events 
and it is extremely unlikely that we 
will get a genuine global agreement 
with everyone signed up to it. More 
likely is that the individual nations, 
particularly the bigger consumers 
and emitters, will toughen their 
own targets for reduction.

Th at’s about as much as we can 
hope for, but there is no doubt that 
the eco-clock is ticking and with 
every tick, the pressure is on for real 
hard action to be taken to safeguard 
the future for our children and 
grandchildren. To bequeath them 
a world set on a relentless slide 
into rising temperatures – and sea 
levels – is surely unthinkable.  Ill
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The 
winTer 

highlands
Where do you start with the Highlands? The area covers over half 

of Scotland, is home to both of its national parks and is packed full 
of the highest mountains in the UK.  Planning a trip there can 
be a daunting prospect at the best of times, let alone when it’s 

covered in a blanket of snow. But as Will Renwick reveals, 
it’s a trip worth making. He enlists the help of experts to 

discover how best to enjoy a winter adventure there

The Scottish Highlands

22 Introduction by Chris Townsend 24 Top three ridge walks 25 Low-level walks 26 Ben Nevis 27 Safety tips

28 Long-distance trails 29 Wild camping 30 Highlands at night 30 Hostels 31 Wildlife
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Winter transforms the Scottish Highlands, making the 
hills seem bigger, steeper, more remote, more challenging, 
more mountainous. In the west the steep rocky peaks of 
Glencoe, Glen Shiel and Torridon look majestically alpine 
when snow covered. Further east the great plateaux of 
the Cairngorms, the Monadh Liath, Ben Alder and Creag 
Meagaidh could be in the Arctic as the vast snowfields 

stretch out to the horizon. Frozen lochs and waterfalls, 
cornices overhanging icy cliffs, snow-packed gullies, 
spindrift sweeping over the summits in great plumes, 
wind-rippled snow hiding paths and cairns, frost feathers 
and rime tracing intricate and delicate patterns on rocks 
and grasses, the low sun casting long shadows over the 
shining snow – the Highlands in winter are marvellous.

The winTer
highlands
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Venturing into the snowy mountains 
is to enter a new world, a world where the 
certainties of summer are gone. Every day 
is different as the snow thaws and freezes 
and is blown into different patterns by the 
wind. One day crampons bite in hard as 
you stamp up to a summit, ice axe in hand. 

The next day the snow is soft and deep, the 
walking difficult as you sink with every step. 
Sometimes skis are the way to travel, letting 
you glide and float over the snowfields, at 
other times snowshoes work well, keeping 
you from sinking in too far. Crampons, skis, 
snowshoes, just boots – whatever the means 

of travel climbing peaks and traversing 
passes in the snowbound mountains is 
always tremendous. When the sun shines 
and the snow sparkles and the mountains 
are etched against the deep blue sky there is 
nowhere better than the Scottish Highlands.
Chris Townsend

Perfect winter conditions on the 
Aonach Eagach above Glen Coe – a 
fine route at any time of year and a 

spectacular, if very committing day 
out in winter. This was a stolen day, 

when the conditions were pretty 
much perfect and somehow the ridge 
was still really quite quiet. We passed 

only another two groups the whole 
day, before retiring to the King's 

House for the traditional Venison 
burger to celebrate our success!

Photo by Dougie Cunningham

March 2015  The Great Outdoors    23



Tarmachan ridge, 
Southern Highlands
“If there was a perfect route on which to 
initiate the more timid walker very gently into 
the mysterious art of winter mountaineering 
then the Tarmachan Ridge would be it. Though 
sporting only one Munro, knobbly Meall nan 
Tarmachan is a range of several summits, and 
the lower ones are more interesting than their 
parent – in particular the sharp ridge of Meall 
Garbh. The traverse of the lot from end to 
end is one of the great walks of the Southern 
Highlands, varied and challenging yet of a 
manageable scale. It is best saved for snow, 
when the Meall Garbh arête takes on an almost 
alpine feel. If only there was more of it.”

The winTer
highlands

Top Three 
ridge 
walks
We asked Dan Bailey, 
author of Scotland’s 
Mountain Ridges and 
Great Mountain Days 
in Scotland to pick his 
top three places for 
getting right on the edge

1

Beinn  a’Bheithir, Lochaber
“The Ballachulish horseshoe is one of 
the very finest ridge walks in Scotland. 
This classic round of Beinn a’Bheithir’s 
graceful sculpted peaks has it all: airy 
exposure, interesting scrambly bits, 
two Munro ticks and expansive views 
over the mountains and sea lochs of 
Lochaber’s coastal fringe. In winter 
conditions walkers should avoid the 
mountaineering start up Sgurr Bhan’s 
east-northeast ridge in favour of the 
adjacent and rather gentler northeast 
ridge. But with its steep terrain, and 
potential cornices to consider, the rest 
of the round still needs respect.”

2

1 Beinn nan Eachan 
from the airy Meall 

Garbh arête on 
Tarmachan Ridge
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Low-level walks 
in the Highlands
You don’t always have 
to be up high in the 
Highlands for a good hike 

Loch Lomond and 
The Trossachs National Park 
Skye hiker, lecturer and author Alan Rowan 
says the “Great paths and trails” of Scotland’s 
fi rst National Park “perfectly encapsulate 
Scotland as a whole,”  for him making the 
best low level walking in the Highlands.

Assynt and Wester Ross
“Magnifi cent coastlines, some of the most 
remote places in the UK and towering hills all 
around.” Assynt and Wester Ross make for the 
best low-level hiking for Andreas Heinzl who 
has been guiding in Scotland for years.Beinn Alligin, Torridon

“Few sights so stir the imagination as the view over Loch 
Torridon to the majestic skyline of Beinn Alligin, a grand 
sculpted mountain that stands in perfect contrast to the 
gothic gloom of nearby Liathach. Alligin’s three rock ‘Horns’ 
and the striking cleft of the Eag Dubh are both compelling 
features that demand a closer look, and the famous traverse 
of the mountain is the way to do it. The exposed scrambling 
on the Horns takes on a mountaineering character in 
winter, and while the diffi culties are brief this section needs 
both competence and confi dence. At this time of year the 
fl anking path that might normally offer an alternative to 
the craggy crest may be dangerously banked with snow, 
so if in doubt then double check conditions before the 
off. Once this initial hurdle is safely passed the remainder 
of the walk is easier – though no less memorable.”   

3

1

2

3

2 Looking back to Sgorr 
Dhearg from the airy east 
ridge of Sgurr Dhonuill on 

Beinn a'Bheithir

3 The domed peak of 
Sgurr Mhor from the 

‘Horns’ on Beinn Alligin

The Trossachs

Loch Assynt and Ardvreck Castle
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Andreas Heinzl has made over twenty climbs of Ben Nevis in winter 
alone, with most routes – including the technical ones – under his 
belt, and experience of reaching the summit at night. But, he still 
knows that it’s a mountain that can never be underestimated

The winTer
highlands

“I’ve found it so frustrating the 
amount of people going up Ben Nevis 
under prepared,” says the owner of 
guiding company Unexplored Scotland. 
“They start at Fort William and it’s 
5˚C and they think it’s OK… then later 
they are walking through hell.”

 So what are his recommendations 
for a safe climb up it? “Make sure to 

plan your route and check the weather 
and avalanche forecast before going,” 
he says. “I’ve personally never heard 
of an avalanche on the path, but then 
again I had never heard of an avalanche 
on Chalamain Gap and a few years ago 
three people died there. You never 
know where it can happen, so you need 
to always go there with an idea of the 

Tackling Big Ben in winTer

Guidelines for Ben Nevis 
by the Mountaineering 
Council of Scotland

•  Clothing – Warm, wind and waterproof 
clothing is essential

•  Equipment – Always carry a map and 
compass and know how to use them

•  Footwear – A winter boot should 
be worn, with fully rigid sole and 
compatible crampons

•  Food and drink – Take ample food and 
drink for each group. A minimum of two 
litres of fl uid per person is recommended 
while simple high energy foods are best

•  Emergency communication – Ensure 
at least one member of the party has 
a mobile phone. In the event of an 
incident where professional help is 
required dial 999 or 112 and ask for 
Police then Mountain Rescue

•  Planning – Make sure to do your 
‘homework’ beforehand. There is a 
dedicated website at ben-nevis.com. 

For further information have a look at the mountaineering 
Council of Scotland website mcofs.org.uk
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Highland essentials
Glenmore Lodge mountain 
instructor Mark Chadwick gives 
his top tips designed to help 
you self-check before you head 
out into the winter mountains

Let someone know before you go
This is one of the most basic safety precautions 
that you could implement before you head into 
the winter hills, yet folks still don’t do it! Imagine 
having to dig into a snow bank or sitting injured on a 
remote mountain hillside knowing that no one knows 
where you are or where to start looking. A rescue 
that should only take a few hours may now take 
days and it won’t be a rescue it will be a recovery!

Maps
If you are wise and do take a map, you need to be 
able to keep hold of it in extreme winter weather 
conditions. Wearing thick gloves and operating in 
strong winds make it very easy to lose your map. Use 
a system where it is easy to store it in a zipped pocket 
when you need to free your hands or/and have an 
attachment system so it’ll never blow away too far.

Don’t rely on technology
Smart phone mapping apps and GPSs are excellent 
navigational aids but you always need a safety 
net in case if they stop working. If going into the 
winter hills, it is essential to be good at navigating 
with a map and compass in poor winter conditions. 
Your life and that of your friends may rely on it.

Use the right kit for the job
Mono point crampons and curved shafted, technical 
axes with handles are designed for climbing hard 
winter routes not for general mountaineering or 
Grade One gullies. You are infi nitely better off and 
safer with a mountaineering axe and a set of good 
mountaineering crampons on this type of terrain.

Weather & avalanche forecasts
It goes without saying that you must check a weather 
forecast and avalanche forecast (if available) before you 
venture in to the winter mountains. Yet folks still get 
caught out with the severity of the weather conditions. 
If you plan to stay out for a number of days then you 
need a long range forecast or an opportunity to update 
your weather forecast while out in the mountains. 

If you’re interested in learning more from 
Glenmore Lodge, fi nd out about the many helpful 
courses they offer at glenmorelodge.org.uk

snow pack. I make sure to check the 
SAIS website and in particular their blog 
for this – it’s an invaluable service.”

For winter he recommends that 
you plan for the worst elements. “Even 
if conditions seem OK at the bottom, 
always bring along all your winter 
gear: ice axe, crampons, extra layers, 
hot drinks and a group shelter if you’re 
going in numbers. If you’re going after 
new snow has fallen – which is often 
– you need to be prepared for some 
trail breaking. You also need to have a 
map and compass and must know the 
bearings to take off the summit because 

that can be tricky  –  the cairns at the 
top are sometimes covered and people 
tend to accidentally walk down to the 
very dangerous Five Finger Gully.”

His fi nal stress for taking on Ben Nevis 
is that people need to be level headed and 
rational on and off it. “If the conditions 
look bad and the risk is too high then 
simply don’t go up,” he says. “If you do 
go up, know when to call it a day. Most 
incidents happen when people are only a 
few hundred metres from the summit and 
think they can make it. Don’t waste all your 
energy trying to get to the summit and 
then have no energy left to get back down.”

Mountain rescue 
on Ben Nevis
Photo Courtesy 
of Andreas Heinzl, 
Unexplored Scotland

The Càrn Mòr Dearg 
Arête, a spectacular 

approach to Ben 
Nevis that should 

only be attempted by 
experienced, well-
equipped walkers
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long 
disTance 
rouTes
Just becasue they are under 
snow, doesn't mean that long 
distance routes are off-limits, 
but extra care, equipment and, 
certainly, skills are needed 
for such an undertaking

“So much depends on the conditions”, says TGO’s gear editor Chris Townsend. He’s 
conquered some of the toughest trails in the world, including thru-hikes of over 1,500 
kilometres through the Yukon and Scandinavia, but he’ll still err on the side of caution 
when it comes to the Highlands in winter. “Under snow, walking the three routes described 
require excellent winter skills and equipment  including an ice axe and crampons." Here’s 
what he suggests trying:

The winTer
highlands

1
Lairig Ghru 
and Lairig an 
Laoigh passes
From Aviemore you can 
link these two popular 
passes through the 
Cairngorms to form a 
circuit of around sixty 
kilometres. Expect 
isolation and few facilities, 
but spectacular scenery.

2
Blair Atholl to 
Aviemore via 
Glen Tilt
Another isolated trek 
through the Cairngorms. 
It crosses the range via a 
seventy kilometre route 
through the steeped-
sided Glen Tilt pass.

3
Fort William 
to Dalwhinnie 
via Corrour
Roughly seventy kilometres 
on an old drovers’ route 
passing Ben Nevis and Ben 
Alder and along the edge of 
Rannoch Moor. There are 
train stations at all three 
points so there’s the option 
of walking only the thirty 
kilometres or so to Corrour.

3

Buachaille 
Etive Mor

P
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wild camping
Wild campers in the Highlands have 
freedom of access that is incomparable 
to anywhere else in the UK, and there’s 
no need to let the cold weather stop you 
from making the most of this.  We spoke 
to Chris Townsend to find out where he 
thinks their best winter locations are

For a low-level pitch he 
recommends Glen Feshie Forest in 
the Cairngorms. “If necessary you 
can park at the road end of the Glen 
and walk down it into its wilder part. 
The landscape there is spectacular.

“It’s reasonably sheltered as you’re 
amongst the mountains but not right 

up on them, and you’ll have some 
protection thanks to the Caledonian 
Forest pines. You’ll also still able to 
camp in a fairly open space so you 
can see the mountains around you.”

So what about a higher level 
camp? The place for this according 
to Chris is on the plateaux and 

in the corries of the Cairngorm 
Mountains. But he stresses that 
experience is always needed. 

 “The thing with The Highlands 
is that you’ve always got to pay 
attention” he says. “If you’re high-level 
camping you need experience, a good 
weather forecast and an escape plan.”

A wild camp spot at Loch Etchachan

Chris Townsend's Glen 
Feshie wild camp
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The Highlands at night
At first Alan Rowan did most of his Highland 
walking at night as it was the only time 
he could go. Eventually, this became a 
preference rather than a necessity. The 
author of Moonwalker: Adventures of a 
Midnight Mountaineer reveals for us where 
he’s found the best of the Highland night sky

 “Coire Mhic Fhearchair in the heart of Beinn Eighe is a grand sight at 
any time but from dusk till dawn it takes on an unrivalled beauty. It’s my 
favourite spot to sit and watch the sun go down; rainbow streaks lighting 
up the sky as a pink glow washes over a landscape of outrageous black 
mountain shapes and twinkling lochans. And as the darkness descends 
deeper the big sky stretching north-west over the Flowerdale Forest and 
Loch Maree becomes alive with stars, an uninterrupted sea of pinprick 
lights taking their opportunity to shine before fading back into the 
background before the coming dawn.”

There are over twenty Youth Hostels in the Highlands, but 
perhaps the best places for hostelling is the Cairngorms. A 
cluster of hostels in the Park make a triangular route covering 
almost the entire range, and it’s possible to walk between them 
at a relatively low-level. Here are the ones to go between:

1 Cairngorm Lodge    2 Aviemore    3 Braemar   4 Pitlochry

The winTer
highlands

Highland hostelling

1 2

3 4
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Coire Mhic 
Fhearchair
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winter  
wildlife
Scottish wildlife expert 
and photographer 
Laurie Campbell details 
what to look out for on a 
trip to The Highlands

1

Snow bunting
Rare and specially protected in the 
UK as a breeding bird, numbers of this 
arctic specialist are boosted in winter 
with populations from places such 
as Greenland and Iceland. Forming 
small flocks of a dozen or more, over 
wintering birds can often be found on 
beaches when they first make landfall, 
before joining their native cousins in 
the Cairngorms. Ski Centre car parks 
at Glenshee and Glenmore are good 
places to start looking for them where 
they can be quite confident, feeding on 
grass seedheads or leftover crumbs.  

2

Mountain hares
Sometimes known as 'blue hares', 
mountain hares in their white winter 
coats are obviously much easier to 
spot when there is little or no snow 
during the winter months. To avoid 
predators they tend to lie up in the 
middle of the day in 'depressions' 
in grass and heather known as 
'forms' but are more active early 
or late in the day. Look for them 
from around 400m on any of the 
Monadhliaths or hills around Glen 
Shee and of course the Cairngorms.

3

Golden eagle
Golden eagles remain the number 
one species of bird that most 
people want to see in Scotland. 
Weather conditions are all-
important: a clear, bright, blustery 
sky encourages them to soar over 
hills when they’re more visible. 
Strath Dearn in the Monadhliaths 
is a well know 'hot-spot' for 
these birds from the roadside 
but Harris and Lewis contain one 
the greatest density of breeding 
golden eagles anywhere in Europe.

1 2

3
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Even though he has climbed all the world’s 
8000 metre peaks, Alan Hinkes still relishes 
the Lakeland mountains… especially 
under snow. Here he explains why

The Winter 
Lake District

The Lake District Expert hints & tips
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Alan at the top of Jack’s Rake, 
near the summit of Pavey Ark 
with a frozen Stickle Tarn below
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Winter Lake District
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PENETRATING COLD ARCTIC evening air 
began to sear through my clothes causing a 
momentary sensation as if I was on a snowy 
glacial Himalayan peak in thin icy air. 
� ankfully I was closer to home, this time 
on Scafell Pike watching the sun set. My fell 
walking friends had le�  me and set o�  back to 
Seathwaite in daylight. I waited alone watching 
the sun sink into the Irish Sea and darkness 
engulf the fells before descending the Corridor 
Route to Sty Head to catch the others up. � is 
was a voluntary benightment; I had planned 
ahead for a night walk and packed a headtorch, 
spare batteries and bulb. A night walk gives a 
di� erent hill experience; it’s more challenging 
to navigate, of course but I o� en let my eyes 
get accustomed to the darkness and walk 
‘tactically’ by starlight and moonlight. � is 
evening, however, I was moving fast, jogging 
slightly to catch my mates, and using a torch.

“Over here! I'm stuck! Arrrrrg! Help 
me! Over here!” I heard a man shouting. I 

slowed, then stopped and listened. I scanned 
the darkness for his torch light, but it was 
pitch black.”'Where are you?!” I hollered 

I got the traditional reply “Over here!”
Not much help.
“I've lost the path and can’t see,” he shouted. 
Eventually I realised the sound was coming 

from somewhere le�  of the path and below me. 
He had no headtorch and had strayed into a 
mini Piers Gill-like ravine. My light on the path 
above had attracted his attention and set him 
o�  shouting. If I had not stopped and helped 
him back on to the path he would have been 
stuck till the next morning; there was no one 
coming down a� er me. Using my torch to lead 
him back onto the path I recognised him, he 

had set o�  from the top two hours before me 
and had been wandering around disorientated 
in the dark. I have had a couple of close shaves 
myself in the Lakes in winter, but this chap 
was lucky, it could have been a long cold dark 
night if I had not come along with my torch.

At its best under snow
In early winter the days are short and � eeting, 
and in some parts of the Lake District the sun 
does not rise above the fell tops, plunging 
the valley and any farmhouse into perpetual 
shadow until closer to spring. I o� en plan my 
walks on the sunny side of a fell, making the 
most of any weak winter sunlight. On clear cold 
evenings before it’s pitch dark the lower sky 
above the Fells is o� en tinged Arctic purple, a 
precursor to a hard frost. Inversions are more 
common too; cold air sinks down the fell sides 
condensing into ethereal valley mist and fog, 
creating a magical, impermanent landscape 

of peaks bursting through a sea of cloud. Blue 
sky and pristine bright white snow turns the 
fells into a winter wonderland. When the 
winter weather is wild, sometimes I’ll go out in 
a blizzard, just for gnarly fun and navigation 
practice (but remember ski goggles are useful 
to brave the stinging wind driven snow, sleet 
and rain). Inclement weather conditions like 
this can make the Lakes seem as serious as any 
mountain range. What in summer is a pleasant 
bimble or easy ridge scramble can become a 
testing serious challenge. 

� ere is no doubt in my mind, even 
though I’m a Yorkshireman, that the Lake 
District, especially in winter, is one of the 
� nest mountain ranges in the world.

Unmissable winter routes
My � rst forays in winter many years ago 
were usually to Great End or Helvellyn 
because they hold any snow fall on their 
north faces and deep in the gullies. Two of 
my favourite winter expeditions are to the 
ridges of Helvellyn and Blencathra. 

There is no doubt in my mind, even though I’m a 
Yorkshireman, that the Lake District, especially in 
winter, is one of the finest mountain ranges in the world

    Looking looking south west 
towards Derwent Water 
from the summit of Blencathra 

    A panorama of Blencathra  
from Scales Fell
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Striding Edge, but either way is just as good.    
The rock on the ridges is noticeably 

scratched and scarred from crampons and 
walking spikes. I don’t always use crampons, 
but if you feel safer and can move more 
confidently in crampons then use them. It 
is a good idea to practise wearing crampons 
before you need them however, as they can 
cause accidents when they ball up with snow, 
come loose or snag on your trousers.

Sharp Edge on Blencathra is shorter 
than the Helvellyn ridges, but much more 
serious. The slatey rock slopes outwards 
and has less friction and in winter is much 
less forgiving than Swirral or Striding.

From the summit of Blencathra, a descent 
of Hall’s Fell Ridge or any of the other easier 
ridges back to the A66 makes a fine day out 
too, especially when they end at The White 

Horse Inn in Scales with their excellent local 
beers and good food, plus free WiFi so you 
can Tweet any of your heroic pictures!  

Jack’s Rake on Pavey Ark is another summer 
scramble which turns into an excellent winter 
route. It is airily exposed, more serious and 
tricky than a walk, and getting the morning 
sun, a lot of the snow melts quickly so 
you might get down too early for a pint in 
the National Trust owned Stickle Barn or 
Langdale’s famous Old Dungeon Ghyll bar.

Safety first
The Lake District is well known for its 
glorious Lakes and copious rain which helps 
fill the Lakes, but mention snow, ice and 
avalanches and people are often disbelieving.

The mountains covered in snow should 
never be underestimated. They may look 
soft, white, familiar, photogenic and 
enticing, but they can be lethal. Winter 
can turn the benign, cuddly Beatrix 
Potter, friendly Wainwright landscape 
into a serious mountain environment.

Incredulous as it might seem I have been 

avalanched and nearly killed in the Lakes. 
Great End’s north face is a notorious avalanche 
hot spot. Nevertheless in late March a few 
years ago I decided to solo a snow and ice 
climb called Window Gully on the right of 
the face, just left of the easy Cust’s Gully with 
its impressive huge chockstone jammed 
high above the gully walls. I was aware of the 
avalanche risk, which is why I had avoided the 
big Central Gully, which was stuffed with snow 
and looked extremely avalanche prone. Slightly 
perturbed at the snow state I tentatively 
ascended the steep Window Gully and topped 
out onto the easier-angled hard-packed snow 
slope leading to the summit of Great End. As I 
continued up I triggered a wind slab avalanche 
dragging me back towards the cliff edge and 
a 200 metre fall. My mountaineering instinct 
saved me, I immediately crabbed sideways and 

rolled out of the sliding snow a split second 
before plunging headlong over the edge.

Shaken, I scrambled out of danger 
and set off down the snow covered path 
to Esk Hause; it had been a near miss.

Two other climbers thought I had gone 
down with the avalanche and dialled 999, which 
in the circumstances was the correct course 
of action. As I got back below Great End near 
Sprinkling Tarn I realised that a call out had 
been made as two helicopters appeared flying 
up Grains Gill. All is well that ends well and the 
Mountain Rescue Teams were glad that it was a 
happy ending with no dead body to collect and 
I did get a lift down in the helicopter along with 
the two climbers who had raised the alarm.

Incidents like this serve as a propitious 
reminder not to get complacent in winter no 
matter how enchanting the Lakeland Fells look.

I have climbed in the greater ranges on huge 
mountains, yet I still love the Lakes, especially 
in winter when the evanescent quality of the 
experience makes it all the more special. Grab 
it; delight in it; safely revel in it; for it will not 
last long and then you will have to wait until 
the next ephemeral Lake District winter.  

As I continued up I triggered a wind slab 
avalanche dragging me back towards 
the cliff edge and a 200 metre fall

Winter Lake District

   Giant hanging icicles on Scafell Crag 

   Lurking in Jack’s Rake
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A fine end
A lot of the pubs have a different appeal in winter. The 
fires are lit, they are less crowded and after a chilly day on 
the Fells it is lovely to go into a warm pub with a real fire 
for a real beer. There are plenty of gems. The George in 
Keswick, Golden Rule Ambleside, Stickle Barn and Old 
Dungeon Ghyll Langdale, Britannia Elterwater, Three 
Shires Little Langdale, The Old Water View Patterdale, 
not far from the White Lion is gaining a following. In 
Coniston there is the Sun Inn, where the first meeting of 
the Fell and Rock Climbing Club (FRCC) was held in 1906 
and Black Bull, home of Coniston Bluebird Bitter. Further 
west there is The Strands Inn, Nether Wasdale, with its 
own micro brewery and home made pies, at the head of 
Wasdale valley there is the legendary Wasdale Head Inn. 
Even if the snow melts, there is always a good pub and 
real, usually local Cumbrian, beer not far away.

    Sharp Edge 
on Blencathra  
from Scales Fell

    Striding Edge and 
Red Tarn at the 
end of 2014

    Ice flows on Red Tarn 
from the summit of  
Helvellyn 
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Sweden Ski tour

Across Sweden’s  Arctic BorealAcross Sweden’s  Arctic BorealAcross Sweden’s  Arctic Boreal
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Alec Forss traverses the Muddus National 
Park on skis, with a pulka for a pack
Photos by Alec Forss and Björn Nordkvist

Across Sweden’s  Arctic BorealAcross Sweden’s  Arctic BorealAcross Sweden’s  Arctic Boreal

Navigating up a snow-covered 
stream deep in the heart of 
Muddus National Park
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IT’S THE BEGINNING OF MARCH. A mantle 
of snow a metre thick has held the land in a 
vice-like grip for several months. In spite of it 
being a relatively balmy -5 Celsius, spring still 
feels a distant prospect at 67 degrees latitude 
in Sweden’s far north. Just weeks before, 
temperatures had plummeted to -40C. 

I feel grateful for the ‘warm’ snap as Kenneth, 
our driver, drops us off  on the side of the road 
and bids us good luck. We press our boots into 
the ski bindings and clip into our harnesses. 
Rocking our hips we feel the strain: the pulkas 
we’re dragging behind us, loaded with gear 
and provisions for six days, glide reluctantly at 
fi rst on the snowmobile trail we’re following. 

We stop aft er a few minutes at a signpost 
informing us we’re on the border of Muddus 
National Park. Consulting the map we take 
a compass bearing south-east, away from 
the trail. Moments later we disappear to the 
world, shuffl  ing forward on our skis deep 

into the pathless winter woods of Muddus. 
Muddus: in summer a land of marshes 

rich in birdlife and ravines thundering to 
the sound of waterfalls; yet in winter a silent, 
frozen wilderness. A realm of ancient spruce 
and pine, some specimens over 700 years 
old, it is a pristine fragment of the vast boreal 
forest that forms an almost uninterrupted belt 
across the northern reaches of the planet. 

Picture the gnarled beauty of Scotland’s 
remnants of Caledonian forest dominated 
by pine. Muddus and its surrounding area is 
that forest writ large. Th is is a forest under 
whose needled canopy you can walk for days 
if not weeks. It’s a time machine taking the 
traveller to what large swathes of the Scottish 
Highlands probably looked like several 
thousand years ago aft er the last ice-age.

Muddus is located above the Arctic Circle 
and is part of Laponia, a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. My Swedish friend Björn 

Nordkvist and I had come here to complete 
a 60km traverse of the park from north to 
south. Th is was my second attempt. Five years 
previously I had come here alone, and failed 
miserably. Th e snow had been too loose and 
deep. I had brought the wrong kind of skis – 
tour skis suitable for the more compact snow 
higher up in the mountains. It had been almost 
impossible to move as I sank helplessly. 

Th is time round, I was determined to heed 
local advice. Björn had managed to borrow a 
couple of pairs of beautifully craft ed traditional 
wooden skis; locally made, they are better-
suited for the snow conditions we are likely 
to encounter in the forest. Our pulkas also 
help us to distribute our weight more evenly 
over the snow rather than carrying a heavy 
load on our backs. Ditching a tent, we opt 
for a tipi – known in the area as a lavvu – so 
we can make fi res inside during the evenings 
to cook on and keep ourselves warm. 

Sweden ski tour

   Our skis sink only an inch or 
two at most into the snow

   A dead pine overlooks a frozen lake

   Cutting a lonely fi gure in the vast 
expanse of Sweden’s arctic north
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Leaving the road further and further 
behind, we twist and turn past birches bent 
at right angles by the weight of the snow.  
Deep tree ‘wells’ form around the trunks 
of spruce, which we take care not to slide 
into. Our skis make a sound like a carpenter 
sand-papering a plane of wood as we kick 
through the powder. Broad and curled up at 
the front end so as not to snag or dive into the 
snow, we sink only an inch or two at most. 

It’s a rhythmic motion and my mind drifts 
meditatively. Suddenly we disturb a pair of 
capercaillie which noisily take flight, and 
I remember where I am. But, apart from 
the raucous note of an occasional crow, we 
encounter no other living creature. The essence 
of the winter boreal forest is one of almost 
reverential solitude. A land deep-frozen, 
it’s as if a collective comatose state has been 
imposed on it. While it may seem devoid of 
life, out of sight, hunkered down in their dens, 
brown bears would be deep in hibernation. 
Meanwhile, tracks of elk and arctic fox are 

relatively frequent. Wolverine would also be 
active stalking reindeer. At one point we find an 
imprint of a bird’s wings – most likely an owl – 
where it had swooped down to catch its prey. 

Silence reigns
Winter unlocks the land. You travel, for the 
most part, with relative ease in Muddus, 
gliding smoothly on skis over the top of 
the marshes which dissect the forest like 
arteries, especially in the northern part 
of the park. In summer, however, these 
constitute vast mires which would be almost 
impossible to walk through, rendered worse 
by hordes of blood-sucking mosquitoes. 

We come out from the cover of the 
woods into a flat, open area. With almost 
no physical relief, the park’s low, bald hills 
being obscured by thick cloud, we navigate by 
compass through the terrain. Occasionally a 
ribbon of dwarf birch signals a riverbank or 
stream flowing underneath the snow, one of 

very few features (we have no GPS) we can 
identify on the map to gauge our position. 

We set up camp towards evening under an 
old pine. Cooking a dinner of lightly smoked 
reindeer meat, the fire warms the outer fabric 
of our tipi, causing the accumulating snowfall 
to cascade down like mini-avalanches. It 
feels good to be out here where the tenor of 
silence reigns. Not a single bar of reception 
registers on our mobile phones. Nothing 
or no one can reach us here, or so it feels. 
But to think of Muddus as an uninhabited 
wilderness would be wrong. In fact the whole 
of northern Scandinavia is the homeland of the 
indigenous Sami people. The nomadic Sami 
have herded their reindeer here for centuries. 

It takes us three hours to pack up and get 
going the next morning. This and subsequent 
days are dominated by the same routine. Ski 
for 30 minutes. Stop. Drink hot tea. Eat slices 
of smoked pork (you need long-burning 
energy sources out here). Consult map and 
compass. Feel cold. Stamp feet. Continue 

It feels good to be out here where the tenor of silence reigns. 
Not a single bar of reception registers on our mobile phones. 
Nothing or no one can reach us here, or so it feels
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moving. The cycle repeats itself over and 
over again. In winter you never want to stop 
for too long: it’s important to be active, and 
that your body has sufficient fuel. Clothing, 
too, involves a constant fine-tuning. Sweat 
is the enemy of the winter traveller. 

It’s not until early evening, when we have 
the tipi pitched and gathered firewood, 
that can fully relax on our reindeer skins 
atop boughs of spruce, which insulate us 
from the ground. While we had brought 
snow shovels, the effort of digging down 
to the ground seems to be unnecessary. 
Instead, we compact the snow by jumping 
up and down on our skis for 20 minutes or 
so and leaving it to freeze and harden.  

Snow determines everything up here. 
The path and ease of travel, hunting, grazing 
for reindeer, and so on. You can’t even go to 
the toilet without putting on your skis. The 
Sami have consequently developed a rich 
vocabulary for the properties of snow. For 
example, the snow can be åppås, undisturbed 
winter snow with no trace of animal or human 
tracks. Or it can be linádahka, on which skis 
glide softly and quietly and which is ideal for 
hunting. The worst snow in winter to travel 
in is åbåt, thick, loose snow – cold and dry 

– in which any traveller even with skis sinks 
deep into. In such conditions even predators 
stay still waiting for the snow to change.

The Cabin
On the second night the temperature drops 
to -14C as the skies temporarily clear. I get a 
tingling feeling in my nostrils as the moisture 
in them freezes. By the next morning however, 
the weather worsens bringing winds and rising 
temperatures. The cloud seems immovably 
fixed over us. The landscape is monochrome 
with little joy of colour. Instead, I take solace 
in the orange-brown flakes of pine bark, 
thinner than paper, that flap in the wind, or 
wispy moss-green fronds of lichen that blow 
from the branches of trees like weathervanes.

Our route takes us past a birdwatching 
tower and a wooden cabin – the first sign 
of any manmade construction we’ve seen 
in three days. With the conditions outside 
deteriorating we decide to take refuge inside. 
An older couple from the small nearby town 
of Jokkmokk join us. The discussion turns to 
bears. I learn that further south a 12-year-old 
boy had been injured by a bear when his ski had 
penetrated its den; the last fatality in Sweden 

occurred in 2004 when a hunter was mauled by 
a bear. Conversation ebbs and flows. Outside, 
meanwhile, tall trunk columns of spruce rock 
back and forth hypnotically in the wind, their 
dense ranks like a quiver of arrows trained on 
the sky towards some invisible airborne enemy. 

After two nights we can wait it out no 
more and head off onto the frozen lake where 
we make quick progress. While travelling by 
pulka often conjures up nightmarish images 
of polar explorers bent double, straining to 
pull what seems an inhuman weight, when 
conditions are good it can also be surprisingly 
easy to shift even relatively large loads. Our 
pulkas’ runners glide over the snow and the 
endorphins kick in, propelling us to go faster. 
Uphill, however, is a very different story and it 
makes sense to take the path of least resistance.

Towards the afternoon, the sun suddenly 
emerges flooding the forest with light as 
we pass through stands of primeval pine, 
their thick bark like armour plating. It feels 
liberating to have the sun on our faces after 
five days of leaden skies. But it also brings 
problems as the temperature rises yet again 
(with climate change, unpredictable winters 
are becoming a norm in the Arctic) and 
causes the snow to clog under my skis 

Sweden ski tour

   A cold morning preparing 
breakfast on the stove

   Setting up camp under the only 
blue skies of the trip

   The cabin at Muddusluobbal

March 2015  The Great Outdoors    43



until it feels like I’m wearing nineteenth 
century diving boots. I curse loudly as I 
slow to a tortoise crawl. Applying shoe 
wax brings some slippery relief, but not 
for long with my harness also breaking 
and the bindings working loose. I feel my 
spirits sag with a meagre handful of nuts 
hardly enough to boost my energy.

Tired out, and after some searching, we 
finally reach the Muddusälven – the main 
river flowing south through the park, which 
drops at one point in a spectacular 45-metre-
high waterfall. It feels unnerving to ski on top 
of the river with the sound of gushing water 
below the ice. I had heard stories elsewhere 
of people who had fallen through the ice with 
the river carrying their bodies under it. Such 
disconcerting thoughts aside, we make quicker 
progress on it than in the boulder-strewn forest. 

Our final night’s camp sees us keep watch 
for the northern lights with the first clear 
skies of the trip. The Sami had even believed 
that the aurora were audible: science decrees 
otherwise. Regardless, we neither see nor hear 
them tonight and we retire to our sleeping 
bags. I reflect instead on how much we depend 

on modern mass-produced technology – 
whether clothing, tents, or stoves – to sustain 
us comfortably outdoors.  I think of the 
people who’d lived and travelled here in the 
past. Their knowledge and mastery of their 
environment had enabled them to survive with 
only what they could do with their bare hands.

Next morning I wake up with shooting pains 
down my right leg. I later discover it’s a slipped 
disc pinching a nerve – hardly ideal for the 
exertions of pulka pulling. I grit my teeth and 
swallow an Ibuprofen. Fortunately for my back, 
our trip is almost over as we reach a forest road 
on the southern edge of the park. After a couple 
of miles, two Sami men out mending reindeer 
fences offer to give us a lift. They take an interest 
in our wooden skis, enquiring who had made 
them; their forefathers would have spent nearly 
half their lives on such skis. “It’s cool”, that 
we’ve been out on the land, they tell us. Yet the 
snowmobile has long superseded the ski, and we 
whizz along to our waiting car. My eyes water 
from the onrushing cold air. But the novelty 
of speed soon wears off. It’s rather the slow, 
immersive joys (and occasional tribulations) 
of pulka travel that have me hooked.  

Sweden ski tour

   A fire illuminates our tipi while surrounding 
pines cast moonlight shadows

   Camping under an ancient  
pine centuries old
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Sustainability in the outdoor industry 
has come to the fore in recent years. 
Down and merino sourcing have been 
in the spotlight, as have the chemicals 
used in making waterproof jackets. 
Chris Townsend looks at some of the best 
examples in the business, plus where 
we as consumers can get information

Sustainable gear

46    The Great Outdoors  March 2015



MANY YEARS AGO I WROTE A PIECE on sustainability 
and outdoor gear, in which I said that whilst much 
was happening that was positive there was still far 
more that could and should be done. Returning to 
the subject now my conclusion is the same. � ere 
has been progress though and more companies are 
now involved and taking seriously the idea that their 
business can have a negative e� ect on the environment. 

Why does this matter? � e production and 
distribution of goods cannot be done without having an 
impact on the environment – and that means the places 
we go to enjoy nature, to walk and camp and climb. 
� is impact may not always be visible but it’s there and 
slowly growing. Reducing that impact is something all 
outdoors lovers should want to do. One good way to do 
this is to choose high quality gear that will last and then 
wearing it out or else passing it on so others can use it. 
Such gear doesn’t have to be very expensive but it will 
cost more than some of the disposable gear now available 
and o� en sold for festivals – gear including tents and 
sleeping bags that is cheap enough to be dumped a� er 
a weekend use (and which wouldn’t last long anyway). 
I view this gear with dismay. Using precious resources 
and energy to make such stu�  is highly unethical. 

The Patagonia Simple Guide 
Jacket is made from 91% recycled 
polyester. Patagonia is one of the 
most environmentally sensitive 
outdoor gear brands
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More specific than the general effect on the natural 
environment is the matter of animal welfare, which 
applies to natural materials like wool and down. It 
shouldn’t be forgotten though that the production of 
many raw materials from oil to metal ores requires 
processes that cause severe damage to habitats resulting 
in harm to the wildlife and landscapes of those areas. 

For this piece I looked at the websites, press releases, 
advertisements and catalogues of a wide range of 
companies. Far more are now using the right words 
but only some are giving much detail as to what they 
are actually doing and backing up the fine phrases with 
concrete actions. Now I don’t think that many companies 
are guilty of greenwash, of deliberately misleading 
consumers, though I’m sure a few are. However I do think 
that many have good intentions but haven’t got round to 
doing much yet. It’s also interesting that some companies 
shout about what they’re doing, as they should, and give 
masses of detail while others hide it in the small print, as 
if it’s an afterthought they don’t really take seriously. It 
shouldn’t be difficult to find information on sustainable 
policies and it should be backed up with hard facts as 

I don’t think that many companies are guilty 
of greenwash, of deliberately misleading 
consumers, though I’m sure a few are

to what is being done to carry out those policies.
A few companies stand out as doing far more than 

most. First amongst these is Patagonia. Indeed founder 
Yvon Chouinard says in his excellent book Let My People 
Go Surfing “at Patagonia the protection and preservation 
of the natural environment… they’re the reason we are 
in business”. He sees Patagonia as a role model for other 
businesses, showing just how environmentally and social 
responsible a company can be if it tries. Realistically 
Patagonia does admit that it’s not perfect and probably 
never will be. What it does do is impressive though, in 
particular checking every step of the supply and production 
chain from crop to finished garment. With selected 
products the environmental impacts can be traced in The 
Footprint Chronicles on Patagonia.com. Patagonia also 
set up 1% for the Planet, having already been giving 1% 
of sales to grassroots environmental activists. Patagonia 
has also looked at the whole dilemma of the growth 
and consumption economy, even going so far as put out 
an advertisement headed  “Don’t Buy This Jacket” in 
which they pushed their Common Threads Initiative 
and encouraged people to buy gear that lasts, repair gear 
when possible, reuse gear and recycle worn out gear. 

Here in Britain Nikwax has always been committed 
to low impact products and publishes its environmental 
performance data online. Like Patagonia the company 
says it strives to set an example to the rest of the 
industry. Of course Nikwax products are designed 
to improve the performance and life of gear, which 

48    The Great Outdoors  March 2015



is positive in itself. Not all chemicals that do this are 
environmentally benign though. Nikwax, founded 
and run by scientist Nick Brown, is careful not use 
harmful chemicals and also campaigns for others 
to do the same. Nikwax has been acknowledged for 
its business practices, winning a Queen’s Award for 
Enterprise: Sustainable Devlopment last year and 
being granted several environmental certifications.

It has to be said that mainland European companies 
are often ahead of British ones in terms of sustainability, 
especially in Scandinavia and Germany. Two examples 
are Haglofs and Vaude. Haglofs says its goal is to ‘limit 
the environmental impact of its products’ and the 
company has ambitious aims for 2015 – 50% of clothing 
made from recycled materials, 80% of all clothing 
with Bluesign approval, 50% of all other gear Bluesign 
approved and/or made from recycled material, and 
40% of footwear made from recycled materials. Haglofs 
publishes a Sustainability Report on its website. Last year 
the Swedish trade magazine Sportfack gave Haglofs the 
award of Sustainability Brand of the Year. Vaude aims for 
sustainability through the entire life cycle of a product and 
to this end runs the Vaude Environmental Management 
System, which is independently certified annually under 
the EU’s Eco Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS). 
Vaude also publishes a sustainability report on its website. 

Returning to Britain, sock maker Teko also has a 
good environmental record, living up to the tagline 
‘eco-performance socks’, and saying that ‘it’s our job 

It’s easy to use words and phrases that suggest a concern for the 
environment but which on their own mean nothing. Examples are 
‘natural’, ‘green’, ‘sustainable’, and ‘environmentally friendly’.  If companies 
use these phrases without explanation as to what they’re doing to back 
them up ask them to do so. If they can’t or don’t assume they’re just 
greenwash. Watch out for ‘recyclable’ too as for some materials this is 
only theoretical as the means to recycle them don’t actually exist. And 
with materials labelled recycled check the amount. It may only be a small 
percentage. As Nikwax says “consumers should have a healthy scepticism 
when it comes to companies’ environmental claims”.

There are some logos and signs that do mean something though. The 
Bluesign logo means companies have met the environmental Bluesign 
standards for textile production. 1% for the Planet means a company has 
pledged to donate at least 1% of its sales to environmental organisations. 
Oeko-Tex Standard 100 is an independent testing and certification 
organisation checking for harmful chemicals. Certified companies can 
use the logo Confidence in Textiles. Some companies have their own logos 
such as Haglofs with Take Care, which applies to products that meet at 
least one of these criteria - Bluesign, 50% + recycled material, or organic 
cotton- , and Vaude with Green Shape, which applies to products that are 
certified by Bluesign or made from at least 90% environmentally friendly 
materials such as recycled ones. Products have different Green Shape 
ratings depending on how many criteria they fulfil.

Sustainable gear

Nick Brown of Nikwax, 
winners of the Queen’s 
Award for Enterprise: 
Sustainable Development
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Merino Wool
Merino wool clothing is wonderful stuff. 
I love it. But not all merino sheep are 
treated well and many are subject to the 
cruel practice of mulesing, which means 
cutting strips of skin from around their 
tails to try and prevent problems with 
flies. Companies that don’t use wool from 
farms where mulesing is carried out and 
who provide evidence for this include 
Smartwool, Icebreaker, Woolpower, 
Patagonia, Finisterre and Teko. 

Processing the wool can mean the 
use of toxic chemicals like chlorine. Some 
companies such as Patagonia and Teko 
state that they don’t use chlorine. There’s 
also the problem of over-grazing, common 
with intensive sheep farming (John Muir 
didn’t call the sheep he saw trashing 
Yosemite meadows ‘hooved locusts’ for 
nothing). Patagonia and Icebreaker say 
they use wool from sheep grazed at a low 
intensity so the environment isn’t damaged.

All the companies give details to back up 

their claims. I particularly like Icebreaker’s 
Baacode scheme, despite the bad pun, 
which means you can trace a garment to its 
source and “see the living conditions of the 
sheep, meet the growers who raised them, 
and follow the production process through 
to the finished garment”.

Down
All down used in outdoor clothing and 
sleeping bags is a by-product of raising 
geese and ducks for food. The birds 
involved may be subject to the cruel 
practices of force-feeding and live-plucking. 
However, following pressure from animal 
welfare groups, many companies are now 
specifying that the down they use is not 
be from birds treated like this. Two who 
are especially impressive in this regard are 
Mountain Equipment, who set up the Down 
Codex to audit and approve supply chains, 
and Patagonia, who have a Traceable Down 
Standard that means that every stage of the 
lives of the birds is audited. 

places and ecosystems is very important for outdoor 
lovers (and for the world in general in the long run) and 
many outdoor companies contribute to organisations 
working in this field such as the John Muir Trust. 
The European Outdoor Conservation Association 
(EOCA) is a charitable organisation for the outdoor 
industry that provides funds for conservation projects 
throughout Europe. There are over 120 companies 
involved – there’s a list on the EOCA website. I 
think this is a great initiative – and every outdoor 
company should be a member. (See next month’s 
issue to vote on which projects should get funding)

As I said at the beginning, progress is being made 
but much more can and should be done. Overall 
though I’m encouraged by the developments since I 
last looked into this subject. That outdoor companies 
should be as environmentally friendly as possible 
and should support conservation organisations is in 
the interests of all of us. We should encourage them 
whenever possible, giving praise where it’s due and 
asking questions where it’s not clear anything is being 
done. The responsibility belongs to everyone.  

to minimise our footprint at every stage’. To this end 
Teko’s office and factory are powered by renewable 
energy and raw materials and finished products are 
transported by boat rather than air. Recycled materials 
are used for synthetic socks and non-toxic dyes for 
Bluesign certified merino wool socks. Greenroom 
Voice, a Swiss company ‘focused on making the 
environmental and social performances of outdoor 
and boardsports brands more transparent’ says “Teko 
approaches being ‘green’ as their first priority in every 
way. One of the most holistically green brands existing”.

Another small British company that takes sustainability 
seriously is Finisterre, which makes the very good point 
that it doesn’t matter how environmentally friendly the 
manufacture of a product is if it’s not fit for purpose or 
doesn’t last long – ‘the most sustainable product is the 
one which is loved, lived in, repaired and passed on to 
the next generation’. That said Finisterre then ensures 
that their part in producing outdoor gear is as sustainable 
as possible with recycled polyester used for jackets, the 
least damaging chemicals for waterproofing rain wear, 
and local sources used for materials wherever possible.

What happens to gear during its life is significant 
for its impact. Unwanted gear is best sold or donated to 
others so it can continue to be used. This can be done 
through charity shops, eBay, local outdoor clubs and 
more. One excellent way is via Recycle Outdoor Gear 
(ROG), an online organisation set up by Rohan founder 
Sarah Howcroft so people can sell or swap gear. ROG also 
runs the excellent  Gift Your Gear scheme which provides 
donated outdoor gear to community organisations, 
youth groups and charities working with young people 
in the outdoors. This both gets unwanted gear back into 
use and helps young people start out with decent gear.

The direct conservation and restoration of wild 

Sustainable gear

Sheep used for 
Icebreaker’s merino 
garments
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Information
European Outdoor Conservation Association outdoorconservation.eu
Patagonia Traceable Down patagonia.com/eu/enGB/traceable-down 
Common Threads Initiative thecleanestline.com/2011/09/introducing-the-common-threads-initiative.html
Nikwax & the Environment nikwax.co.uk/en-gb/environment/nikwax_and_the_environment.php
Nikwax Campaigning nikwax.co.uk/en-gb/environment/campaigning.php
Mountain Equipment Down Codex thedownproject.me.uk/down-codex.php
Vaude vaude.com/en-NL/Responsibility/Environmental-Protection
Teko tekoforlife.com/pages/teko-s-eco-commitment
Haglofs haglofs.com/en-US/take-care-landing-page
Finisterre finisterreuk.com/notes/cat/ispy-traceability-programme#!ispy-traceability-programme1
Icebreaker Baacode  uk.icebreaker.com/en/why-icebreaker-merino/ 

trace-your-garment-with-icebreaker-baacode.html
Recycle Outdoor Gear recycleoutdoorgear.com
Bluesign bluesign.com
1% for the Planet onepercentfortheplanet.org
Greenroom Voice greenroomvoice.com
Oeko-Tex Standard 100 oeko-tex.com
EMAS (Eco-Management and Audit Scheme) emas.de/meta/english

Yvon Chouinard  
Let My People Go Surfing: 
The Education of a 
Reluctant Businessman 
Penguin Books, 2006
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Battling Ben Alder 
Andy McCandlish fi nds the mountain in unforgiving mood

i couLd NeVer rememBer seeing a moon 
rainbow before. 

Arcing over a nearby mountain and dropping 
neatly into the loch I was currently wading 
through, it was one of the most beautiful 
things I have ever seen in a lifetime spent 
in the Scottish hills. Despite the cold, dark, 
discomfort and toil of the moment I was stopped 
in my tracks and shouted to the others who all 
looked skyward. � e cursing, splashing and 
grunting stopped in a second and all was still.

Culra bothy, on the 
fl anks of Ben Alder
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We Were Waist-deep in the middle of a 
Scottish moor not through choice, but through 
circumstances. With the intention of scaling Ben 
Alder, that superb but relatively remote Munro 
deep into the hills by Dalwhinnie, three of us had 
congregated in the village on a darkening Friday 
afternoon in the middle of a wild Scottish winter. 
The plan was simple: mountain bike the 15km in, 
stay the night in Culra bothy, climb the mountain, 
stay another night, then ride back out. Couldn’t get 
much more straightforward than that. Nature has 
a way of testing us however, and we hadn’t taken 
into account the fickle Scottish weather that has a 
habit of flying in the face of forecasts. 

The ride in along Loch Ericht shore was 
a good warm-up. We were all towing BOB 
trailers, those one-wheel-trolley wonders that 
clip onto the rear wheel of your mountain bike 
and can carry more than you would ever dream 

of humping on your back. That day ours were 
piled high with waterproof bags full of sleeping 
bags and clothing, ice axes, crampons and 
winter boots, ready for our hill the next day. 
The sky was clear blue, fading to almost white 
at the mountain-spiked horizon. It was glorious 
to be out and we chatted away the daylight 
until only the moon illuminated our progress. 

Skirting around Loch Pattack with the moon 
sparkling on the water we were having a ball, 
splashing through puddles and concentrating 
on the odd rut that threatened to grab a wheel 
and upset the convoy. On the way in Andy had 
already warned us there was a narrow bridge 
ahead, but when it hove into headtorch range 
we realised just how awkward it was going to be.

At around two feet wide, made from ice-slicked 
wooden slats hanging on chain supports, it was 
free to swing nicely from side to side with only 

flexible chain ‘handrails’ for comfort. It looked 
slightly dodgy. In fact, more than slightly dodgy. 
It was only when one of us jumped up onto the 
support posts and peered out that we discovered 
the best was yet to come. It was sagging in the 
middle and the river was so high the middle 
bit was submerged in fast-flowing icy water. 

There was no other option though, so we 
hatched a plan to get over in relative safety. 
One by one we unhitched the BOBs, removed 
the mountain hardware and pulled them on 
like massive turtle-style rucksacks. Though 
uncomfortable in the extreme, this technique 
did get us across in one piece, and we gathered 
at the other side to congratulate ourselves on 
getting across the only ‘obstacle’ between us 
and the bothy. It was plain sailing from here.

If only we had known how apt that phrase 
was to be.

The morning dawned wiTh snow sTill falling fasT. The 
wind had reduced from a  howl To a moderaTe roof-
lifTer – so we decided we would give iT a whirl

Brian and Jerome head up the path 
approaching the flanks of Ben Alder. 
The snow clouds can already be seen 

collecting around the mountain 
ready to unleash a storm
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the map shoWed our track neatly hugging 
the edges of the loch before carrying on up the 
glen to the bothy, but sliding to a halt around 
a corner revealed a new and unexpected 
obstacle. Illumination by headtorch confirmed 
what the moonlight had suggested a moment 
before it was too late. The loch had completely 
overwhelmed the track and we were left looking 
at it disappearing into the cold, clear water. 
On one side the loch stretched away, glittering 
softly in the moonlight, on the other steep peat 
banks climbed sharply up ten metres or more. 
The peat-mountain option looked less than 
appealing with our loads on, but the watery 
alternative sent a pre-emptive shiver down my 
back in the already freezing temperature.

No amount of shining headtorches ahead 
or squinting into the water for tell-tale rocks 
could tell us how deep it got out there, but 
we had no real decision to make; normally in 
these cold conditions it wouldn’t be advisable 
to get this wet, but we knew the bothy was 
just a few kilometres further on and we 
could cope with the cold for that long. 

Andy picked up his bike, tugging the 
hefty BOB into line, made his farewells (we 
promised to tell his wife he died like a man) 
and began to ride. The water rose by his tyres, 
by his spokes and past the hub. He kept going. 

His BOB was beginning to float by this time, 
but we didn’t want to alarm him, instead 
we felt that he would feel more supported 
by constant jeering and mickey taking.

“This is getting a bit deeeeeeeep,” was his 
last shout as he dropped down an underwater 
depression, submerging him over his bars and 
further. He shrieked as the icy water hit parts 
where icy water really wasn’t welcome, but kept 
it going and, after a minute or two, we could see 
his headtorch shine back through the dark. 

“Just go for it guys, it doesn’t get any 
deeper than that first bit!” He wasn’t 
selling it to us, but we all went. Go on, or 
go home seemed to be the only choices.

The next time the track dipped into the 
water I agreed to go first, but it just kept getting 
deeper and deeper and deeper. It was just a 
bit unnerving ploughing on into the black 
unknown, where the next few metres could 
see you drop off an unseen shelf into deep 
trouble. With water lapping over the bars and 
rising fast, I decided to bail out and turn for 
shore. It was looking bad. Hoisting up onto 
the bank was a trial with the weight of the 
BOB, and after shouting the others to follow 
I considered our options. There was only 
one left – it was the peat hags or nothing.

This had to be the low point of the ride in. 

After clawing our way up the heather hags, 
it was clear we couldn’t make any progress 
with the BOBs attached to the bikes. It was 
just too steep to drag the dead weight. They 
caught on everything, dragging us back just 
when we were making a spurt for a summit, 
or falling on top of us as we dropped off a 
mudslide. We quickly adopted the technique 
of unhitching and carrying the BOBs, then 
returning for the bikes, and by this method 
we made progress, but it was painfully slow.

One by one we would hoist the ton 
weight up off the ground, run at the next cliff 
mudslide, slither our way up and try to get 
near enough the top to bodily throw the BOB 
onto the summit, before sliding back down 
to the bottom on all fours. One out of three 
times you would be sliding back down with 
the unsuccessfully thrown BOB beside you. 
Multiply this by twenty, repeat for the bikes, 
add a well-timed drizzle shower, throw in 
heaps of sticky mud and you have an idea of 
what the next kilometre held for us. By the 
time the last hag came my arms were so dead 
I could hardly lift the BOB at all, never mind 
charge up a hag with it. But we managed.

I nearly kissed the track when we reached the 
far side and it emerged from the water for the 
last time. We hitched back up, wiped as much 

Ben Alder

   Brian negotiates an icy burn at the foot of the 
mountain. With ice over every stepping stone it 
wasn’t easy to keep our feet dry, but it was more 
important to make progress back to the bothy

   The retreat. Coming off the main ridge to escape 
the strengthening winds we found ourself 
heather bashing along burns to aid navigation 
and stay sheltered
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of the mud from ourselves as we could, and rode 
the final few kilometres to Culra bothy. It was 
a relieved band that found an empty room and 
collapsed on the floor. The inside thermometer 
read +2C so gear was quickly organised, wet 
clothing replaced with dry, and we fell into 
a satisfying bothy evening of laughter, chat 
and planning for the walk the next day.

“What a night…” Brian burst out laughing. 
I nearly spilt my whisky as we all joined him in 
reminiscing over our ‘adventure’ of the evening. 
With candles burning on any available shelf 
we toasted our survival with some Highland 
Park Brian had brought in, wedged into his 
bottle cage. The next day’s forecast was good 
until early evening when a storm was to 
pass through, but we should be well clear of 
the hill by then. One by one the voices went 
silent and torches flicked off for the night.

Jerome, the fourth member of our group, 
was a late entry after work commitments kept 

him back. He was due in the morning to join 
us, and it was a beautiful sunny morning that 
we waited outside the bothy for his arrival, 
warming in the weak winter sun. By the time he 
arrived mid-morning the weather was already 
on the change. The wind was beginning to 
build, and it wasn’t long before snow flurries 
began to be whisked through it, sprinkling in 
the door as we clumped around in preparation.

Andy decided to leave the hill in favour 
of taking to the trail from Culra over to Ben 
Alder Cottage on the far side of the hill, 
cycling via the trail up the Bealach Dubh. A 
serious enough ride in good weather, none 
of us fancied his chances in the building 
snowstorm, not even him. We were in the best 
of winter kit, and I was beginning to doubt 
even our wisdom of heading up to nearly 
4000ft! We swapped Motorola radios to keep 
in touch and waved Andy off as he rode out 
of sight into the thickening snowflakes. 

By now the cloud was right down, the hill 
– so glorious in the morning sunshine only an 
hour before - was rapidly disappearing and we 
were walking through deepening snow cover. 
We had chosen to climb up the ridge nearest 
us, and so started making our way across 
the moor from the main trail and straight 
up the side. The odd chirrup from the radio, 
accompanied by cursing and static assured us 
that Andy was OK, and we plodded on in what 
were rapidly becoming impossible conditions.

It must have been at almost the exact same 
time that both parties decided to call it a day; we 
were on the ridge by this time, around a third 
of the way up in zero visibility and gale-force 
winds, and Andy was the same down below. He 
radioed in just as we had taken shelter behind 
some huge boulders, struggling not to breathe 
in the dense atmosphere of swirling snowflakes.

“That’s it guys, I’m heading back, this is 
ridiculous,” he shouted. Brian shouted back 
agreement through the roaring wind and we 
had a quick huddle. Yelling directly into each 
other’s ears it was decided we should do the 
same. The best outcome of pressing on would 
be a stormbound touch of the summit before 
battling back down with only the inside of a 
pair of frozen goggles for a view. The worst 
outcome nobody cared to think about. So we 
retreated, dropping down below the sheltered 
side of the ridge before descending off in 

   Jerome tries to keep control of a loaded up bike 
as he negotiates the narrow ice covered bridge 
by the bothy. He spent 5 minutes in this position, 
edging forward, as a fall into the semi-ice 
covered river would have been catastrophic

   Brian tries to breath between the dense 
snowflakes and strong winds as we pause to take 
stock of our situation. Shortly after this shot was 
taken we decided to retreat

By now The cloud was righT down, 
The hill – so glorious in the morning 
sunshine only an hour before – was 
rapidly disappearing and we were 
walking Through deepening snow cover
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relative calm for a while. Andy promised to 
get the kettle on when he got back before us 
and rang off  for his skittish and icy ride. 

It was a battle even to get back to the bothy 
that aft ernoon, with driving snow keeping 
our heads down and only a solitary deer’s 
behind disappearing over a crest as company. 
A few burns caused concern, teetering on 
icy stepping stones in a bid to keep feet dry, 
ice axes used as steadying infl uences. But 
make it we did. With the temperature now 
dropping below -2C and a strong wind, every 
piece of kit had a generous layer of ice on it 
when we staggered the fi nal steps into the 
relative warmth and shelter of the bothy. 
Andy’s beaming face met us at the door, relief 
showing that we had made the right decision.

Th at night we made a serious dent in 
the food and drink cache, listening to the 
developing storm outside the bothy. When 
the wind rose to a spine-tingling howl, all eyes 
would shift  around the bothy in the candlelight, 
looking for signs that the roof might just fl y off .

Around halfway through the evening 
everyone began to slow down on eating as 
thoughts turned to being snowed in for a few 
days. Or more. If it carried on like this, there 
was going to be no way we were getting bikes 
and BOBs out through thick drift s, and leaving 
them would mean a long return journey when 
the weather was more favourable. Th is was 
the hot topic of discussion, accompanied by 
plenty of whisky (Jerome brought in one of 
his legendary 18-year-old malts) and some 

experimental ‘oatcakes-paté-and-cheese-
fried-on-the-stove’ delicacies. We nodded off  
to the gentle sounds of Brian snoring. Gentle, 
that is, if you consider it soothing to hear a 
herd of injured and agitated elephants being 
euthanised with a heavy machine gun.

Th e morning dawned with snow still 
falling fast. Th e wind had reduced from 
that howl to a moderate roof-lift er, so it was 
decided we would give it a whirl. Cycling 
kit was bagged in favour of mountaineering 
clothing and boots, assuming we would be 
lucky to turn a pedal at all, and we set off . 

Jerome had told us of a much easier trail out 
from the bothy across a singletrack path, so 
we all felt better knowing we wouldn’t be waist 
deep in water or peat again. Unfortunately it 
meant a crossing of one of those ‘one narrow 
plank and a chain handrail’ bridges they seem to 
specialise in up this way. Th is time though it was 
swaying in a gale and had a liberal coating of 
ice. Plus of course the snow shower that blew in 
was forcing snow into everyone’s eyes and ears. 

Jerome went fi rst, sliding down to the 
bottom of the sag before taking fi ve minutes 
of careful movements to negotiate his bike 
up the other side. It was scary to watch as the 
freezing steely torrent fl owed just a few metres 
below. Taking a dip in there would have been 
bad. He did get to the other side though, and 
reported that not only was the chain handrail 
no use to lean on, but it was nicely placed 
so that one false move would see it hitting 
your lower thigh and fl ipping you head over 

heels into the water.  “How thoughtful of the 
designers,” Andy pointed out as he edged 
out over the river, BOB trailer on his back. 

Th ere followed an hour or so of cursing, 
falling into unseen drift s, pulling the bike 
through deep snow and trying to navigate along 
this ‘better’ route Jerome had recommended. 
It was, all credit to him, in fact far better 
than our eff ort of the fi rst night and despite 
the conditions we made it out to the lodge 
track having lost no-one to the snow.

It was at this point, as in so many trips, that 
things just became all worthwhile in one quick 
fl ip of fortune. Th e wind dropped to nothing, 
the sky cleared and the sun came out to shine 
over what had become beautiful snow-covered 
tundra. It was an amazing panorama, so as 
we reached the track everyone downed bikes 
and cracked out the fl ask of coff ee Jerome 
had prepared for just such a break. Andy 
even broke out some rum for the occasion 
and we topped up the coff ee for a treat. 

Glancing round, the mountains had 
all come out from behind their cloud 
curtains and looked incredibly impressive 
in the low sunlight. One benefi t of the 
strong winds was the snow conditions on 
the estate track. It had been almost blown 
clear, with only a light skim of snow on 
the surface, perfect for riding. We weren’t 
home and dry yet, but we had made it.  

If you are planning a trip to Ben Alder, 
please note that Culra bothy is now closed.

Ben Alder

A benign vision: Ben Alder on the 
fi rst morning, before the climb. 
The sun is out; but the weather 
is about to get worse
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Interior Comfort. Exterior Performance.™

Available at Blacks stores throughout the
UK and online at www.blacks.co.uk

EXCLUSIVELY AT 

Anatom 

V3 Trek - £125

Handcrafted in Europe using the finest materials 
combined with Anatom’s extensive biomechanical 
knowledge to provide the optimum in fit, comfort 

and performance.

www.tekoforlife.co.uk

info@tekoforlife.co.uk
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Anatom Q2 Ultralight 
Womens Hiking - £120

Designed as a light hiking boot that is at home in 
the fells and the hills. The Q2 is designed to have 

an enhanced comfort level with no break-in period 
required, due to the materials we have selected.

To find a stockist near you please visit  
www.anatomfootwear.co.uk or
 Freephone: 0800 0323 505 or  

email: info@anatom.co.uk

100% Satisfaction Guaranteed 
Available from Anatom Certified Fitting Centres nationwide.

“[      ]It’s always good to see 
women’s kit that isn’t 
just ‘shrink it and pink it’. 
The Anatom approach is 
how it should be done.”

DEC 2014



Ed Byrne tries…

Lead climbing 
The comedian learns to lead climb in the wilds of… Essex

ESSEX HAS A LOT GOING FOR IT. 
In fact, it’s the wealthiest county 
in the UK. People think of Essex 
and they think of young people 
tanned to within an inch of their 
lives. Th ey think of garish make up, 
boy racers and people who call you 
“Babes” even though you’re only 
one person. While there are corners 
of Essex that revel in the seedy 
and uncouth image popularised 
by a certain ITV2 ‘docusoap’, the 
vast majority of Essex is really 
quite beautiful. Chocolate box 
villages dotted between historic 
market towns. Miles and miles of 
quiet lanes and public footpaths 
that lead you from ancient 
churches to historic windmills 
via cosy pubs with roaring fi res. 
It’s where I’ve made my home 
for the past eight years and I’m 
constantly defending it against the 
slings and arrows of outrageous 
stereotyping, but I will say this: 
Pretty as it is, it is bloody fl at!

Th e highest point in Essex is 
called Chrishall Common. It’s 147 
metres above sea level. I’ve been 
there. It’s a corner of a fi eld. Unless 
somebody told you, you would 
never know you were standing at 
the high point of a county, such 
is its lack of prominence. If you 
want to go climbing in Essex, 
you will have to do it indoors.

Luckily, only about 40 minutes 
from my house, there is Th e Lock, 
an indoor climbing centre run 
by Essex County Council, which 

I’m ashamed to say I only visited 
for the fi rst time for the purpose 
of writing this article. I headed 
down there with my esteemed 
acting editor, Daniel. By ‘esteemed 
acting editor’ I mean that he is the 
acting editor and I’m describing 
him as ‘esteemed’. I don’t mean 
he’s an editor who is ‘esteemed 
acting’. Just thought I’d clarify that.

At Th e Lock we meet Andy 
Bewick, our climbing instructor 
who you can just tell is ex-
military and has a friendly, jovial 
demeanour despite the fact that 
I arrived over an hour late. Aft er 
signing a few forms absolving 
Essex County Council of any legal 
responsibility should either of 
us fall to our deaths, Andy talks 
us through the ins and outs of 
climbing at a climbing wall. We 
start off  by tying in. Both myself and 
Daniel have done this numerous 
times but unless you’re doing it 
regularly it’s very easy to forget 
how. For this reason, we get Andy 
to refresh our memories. I’ve been 
shown how to do a fi gure of eight 
knot before and it normally involves 
the adventures of a rabbit. He goes 
around a tree and then into a hole, 
I think. Andy was the fi rst person 
I’ve met ever to describe tying a 
knot by saying, “Make an Alien 
face. Give him a scarf. Poke him 
in the eye”. It sounds strange but 
it was most eff ective. I was about 
to point out that Andy seemed to 
be poking the Alien in the back 
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of the head, rather than the eye, 
when it occurred to me that it’s an 
alien so it maybe has an eye in the 
back of its head. Who’s to say?

Having been brought back up to 
speed on the necessary ropework, 
I had a little warm-up on one of 
the smaller climbs before having 
a look at what The Lock really had 
to offer. Andy showed us to one of 
the climbing walls that stretch to 

a height of 45 feet. Not immense, 
but nothing to be sniffed at either. 
First of all, I was to have a go at 
climbing with Andy belaying me 
through a top rope. This would 
simulate the experience of being 
a second climber and would 
therefore be a little easier than 
lead climbing. The hand and foot 
holds on indoor climbing walls 
are usually colour coded so you 

can follow a route of a particular 
difficulty. In this case I opted to 
follow the blue ones, which were 
graded as 5, meaning the route was 
at lower end of medium difficulty. 

The last time I had been climbing 
was on a sea cliff in Cornwall. When 
I did that I had wind in my hair 
and the sound of waves crashing 
in my ears. In terms of experience, 
it was way beyond what you can 

get from a climbing centre in 
Harlow, but there are advantages to 
indoor climbing. The route I chose 
was not randomly formed by the 
vagaries of erosion. It was designed 
specifically to be a grade 5 climb 
and knowing it was perfectly within 
my capabilities meant I climbed it 
with just that bit more confidence. 
Also, I knew I wasn’t going have 
anything fall on my head, like rocks, 

or bird poo, or another climber.
Having gotten to the top 

without too much fuss and so 
proved my worth as a second 
climber, it was time to try lead 
climbing. This would be slightly 
more difficult as it involves holding 
on with one hand while you clip 
your rope into various quick draws 
(carabiners attached to the wall) 
on the way up. It also meant I 

wouldn’t have the added assistance 
of a nice tight top rope taking any 
additional strain. To practice this, 
we headed up to the bouldering 
room three floors up. There was a 
lift that could take us but there just 
seemed to be something perverse 
about using a lift in a climbing 
centre so we took the stairs.

Andy had set up a few quick 
draws around the bouldering wall 

for me to have a go at hooking 
my rope through as I clambered 
along. There is something about 
bouldering, particularly indoors, 
that really makes me feel like a kid. 
There’s something about clinging 
on for dear life when you’re only 
a foot above the ground and 
there’s a mat to break any fall, but 
you’re still determined not to let 
go. Did you ever try and get from 
your bed to the door without 
touching the floor? That’s what 
traversing a bouldering wall feels 
like. It seems bizarre to me that 
such childhood silliness could 
become the basis for a serious 
pastime. Next thing you know, 
there’ll be a 100 metres avoiding-
the-cracks-in-the-pavement at 
the Commonwealth Games.

Once I’d gotten the hang of 
clipping in the rope as I climbed we 
went back to the high wall to put 
it into practice. This time, as I was 
now getting pretty tired, I allowed 
myself to grab a few handholds of a 
colour other than blue on the way 
up making the route marginally 
easier. With Andy yelling 
encouraging words from below, I 
made slow but steady progress up 

I was sorely tempted to renegotiate 
my fee for this article while I 
had the Acting Editor dangling 
40 feet above the ground
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the wall, whispering silent thanks 
every time I grabbed a particularly 
generous sized handhold, or ‘jug’ 
as they’re known. What I hadn’t 
expected was that as I got higher, 
the weight of the rope became a 
factor. Forty odd feet of rope may 
not weigh that much but when 
your arms are tired it’s a pig getting 
it through that last carabiner.

With arms burning I tapped 
the top of the wall and let Andy 
lower me back to the ground. 
Th ere was one more thing I still 
had to do, though. Belay my editor 
as he took the same climb. As he 
started to climb we joked about 

the many websites out there that 
list “Celebrities who have killed 
people”. Daniel made me promise 
not to make those lists any longer 
by the end of the day. I kept that 
promise but as I started lowering 
him back to the ground I was 
sorely tempted to renegotiate my 
fee for this article while I had him 
dangling 40 feet above the ground.

All in all, we had a great 
experience at Th e Lock. I oft en say, 
aft er trying new things for TGO that 
I hope to do them again but I know 
for sure I’ll be back there soon. To 
hell with Chrishall Common. I’ve 
found MY Essex high point!  

The Lock Climbing Wall
Whether you are a seasoned 
climber or a newcomer looking to 
try the sport, The Lock provides 
quality climbing experiences for 
all abilities. The Lock has four main 
climbing walls up to 14 metres in 
height, some of the tallest in the 
South-East, and one of our four 
main faces is reset every month 
with new climbs and new holds. 
There is 1,000 square metres of 
climbing with 50 lines and over 

100 top-roped routes, ranging 
in diffi culty from 3 to 8a, plus 60 
bolted lead routes, 'Dry Tooling' 
(simulated ice climbing) as well as 
a dedicated bouldering room and 
abseil platforms. Specialist facilities 
and equipment are also available 
for those with disabilities. The Lock 
is operated by Essex Outdoors, part 
of Essex County Council. For more
information visit thelockclimbing.
co.uk or call 01279 620270.
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“I’M ALWAYs AskEd what my favourite 
mountain is and am expected to say Everest, but 
I always say Blencathra.” 

Th ese are the words of Doug Scott, joint 
fi rst Briton to climb the world’s highest 
mountain, survivor of a solo bivouac at 28,740 
feet, descender of Baintha Brakk with two 
broken legs, and part of the fi rst team to climb 
Kangchenjunga without oxygen. 

Yet his most beloved mountain, compared to 
the giants of the Karakoram or the Khumbu, is 
a mediocre molehill; a worn-down stub made 
from an ancient oceanic sludge; a glorifi ed 
grazing ground; a summit so lowly you can stand 
on it at breakfast and be back in time for brunch. 

Even by humble Lakeland standards alone, 
Blencathra shouldn’t be so special, at least when 
looked at on paper. Its remoteness is shattered 
by the A66, which shears right across its base. 
Head into the central Lakes, to Upper Eskdale 
in autumn, or catch Styhead or Sprinkling Tarn 
before the crowds arrive, and you could almost 
imagine you’re a long way from society; not so 
on Blencathra, where you can clearly hear the 
susurration of traffi  c right on its crowning point.

Yet when landowner Lord Lowther 
announced he was putting it up for sale last year, 
the huge numbers of people prepared support a 
public buy-out are the proof Doug Scott is not 
alone in his thinking. Blencathra is among the 
most ardently adored mountains in Britain. As 
Ronald Turnbull writes: “Gable and Scafell are 
excellent bits of hill. But the one walkers keep 
coming back to, again and again, is Blencathra.” 

On the sort of blue-sky day that has been a 
rarity this winter, just aft er last Christmas, with a 

Blencathra: the hill to come back to
It isn’t one of the world’s biggest mountains, but it is one of the 
best. Carey refl ects on what makes Blencathra so special

Mountain magic
Carey Davies

Extraordinary moments in wild places

A busy day on Blencathra

Viewpoint
63 Mountain Magic 64 Backpacking 65 Environment 66 Hilwalkers’ Library 67 Book reviews 68 Letters

dusting of snow on the tops, I set off  confi dently 
and purposefully from the bottom of Comb Beck 
sometime around late morning. Aft er about 10 
minutes, the days of torpid over-indulgence began 
to demand reparations, and I rapidly slowed down. 

Somewhere on the side of Scales Fell, I 
looked up through sweat-smudged eyes to 
see a fi gure bounding energetically downhill. 
I was just getting ready to make some self-
deprecating quip – “too many mince pies!” – 
when I realised it was Alan Hinkes, climber of 
all 14 mountains above 8,000 metres.

“What’s this, the night shift ?”, he asked in his 
Yorkshire drawl, before I could gather enough 
air to speak. 

Alan has climbed mountains almost as 
high as passenger jets go, watched sunsets over 
the Karakoram, been avalanched on K2, and 
descended from the top of Kangchenjunga in 
darkness, in a storm. I always imagine high-

altitude mountaineers to be a bit like Rutger 
Hauer’s android at the end of Bladerunner (I’ve 
seen things you people wouldn’t believe…”) but 
Alan isn’t like that at all. He cracks bawdy jokes, 
asks you what you got up to at Christmas, then 
runs down to the pub. (Read Alan’s article on 
the Lake District in Winter on page 32.)

As well as Himalayan adventurers, the 
sunny weather had drawn out plenty of mere 
mortals; friends, families, couples, and a man 
from Nigeria, fl ushed with excitement, having 
managed to get halfway along Sharp Edge 
without crampons, then sensibly deciding to 
retreat. Aft er my own quick tussle with slippery 
slate and slimy ice, I had more luck, and emerged 
at the top of Atkinson Pike feeling exhilarated. 

I rejoined the crowds on the Blencathra’s 
summit. Th ere is something gloriously 
democratic about a mountain where you meet 
occasional bimblers, 8,000-metre mountaineers, 
and everything in between. Other mountains 
may be bigger and wilder, but Blencathra’s 
secret weapon is its accessibility; it allows 
you to rise rapidly from a world of everyday 
tedium into one of knife-edge ridges, primeval 
geology, snow, sunshine, and views stretching 
from Snowdonia to Scotland. And if you wait 
a while for the crowds to depart, you can have 
the summit almost to yourself as the last rays 
of light turn the snow bright fuchsia. We might 
not have mountains of Alpine size and scale, but 
we are very lucky to have a wondrous hill like 
Blencathra so close to hand.  

Follow Carey on Twitter: 
@carey_davies
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dEfInInG WILd CAMpInG may not seem 
important. We all know what it means anyway, 
don’t we? To us walkers and backpackers it 
means camping in wild places away from 
roads and buildings. But to others it simply 
means camping anywhere other than an 
organised camp site. So the people who 
camp next to their cars on roadsides and 
leave litter and destruction behind them 
are described in the mass media as ‘wild 
campers’. And that gets us a bad name. 

Th is came to a head a few years ago on the east 
side of Loch Lomond. To deal with the problems 
of car campers causing damage the National 
Park authority introduced byelaws against ‘wild’ 
camping along roadsides plus, more positively, 
a basic campsite. Along with many others I 
reluctantly accepted the byelaws as necessary 
due to the vandalism that was going on. Now 
the issue has fl ared up again with proposals 
from Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National 
Park to introduce similar byelaws in many other 
areas. Th is I think is going too far. I also think 
it needs to be made clear that this is about car 
camping and not wild camping. Self-propelled 
travellers, whether by foot, bicycle or canoe, 
should not be treated the same as car campers.

Th ere is evidence that the problems on the 
east side of Loch Lomond are occurring in 
other places, both inside and outside the Park, 
but I don’t think that new byelaws are the right 
answer. Vandalism and anti-social behaviour 
is already illegal anyway and anyone involved 
in such activities forfeits their access rights 
under the access legislation. Enforcement 

People who camp on 
roadsides and leave litter 
and destruction behind 

are described in the media 
as ‘wild campers’. And 

that gets us a bad name

Just what is wild camping?
New proposals for camping restrictions in Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park is a step to far argues Chris

Backpacking
Chris Townsend

TGO’s Gear Editor and 
long-distance expert

Camp in the hills high 
above Loch Lomond
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of the current laws would help reduce the 
problem without penalising backpackers, 
climbers and others who just want to pitch 
their tent for a night and then move on and 
who leave little impact. A blanket ban puts 
everyone in the same category and is a crude 
instrument for dealing with the issue. It’s also 
dangerous in that it could be used by those 
landowners who would like to ban true wild 
camping to argue for bans on their land.

One proposal from Loch Lomond and 
the Trossachs National Park that is positive 
is for the provision of more basic campsites 
alongside roads in the parks, sites that would 
have facilities such as toilets and litter bins. 
In fact it would be good if more such facilities 
could be provided along roads anyway – not 
all the litter or used loo paper comes from 
campers. Creating camp sites has been the 
answer to similar problems in the past. I can 
remember when people camped anywhere 
they liked in Glen Torridon, near the Sligachan 
Inn on the Isle of Skye, and near the Clachaig 
Inn in Glencoe. While most of the campers 
were walkers and climbers and not there 
just to party, there were problems with litter, 
the lack of toilet facilities and damage to the 
ground due to over-use. In Torridon and at 
Sligachan basic camp sites were set up whilst 
at Glencoe the National Trust opened a rather 
grander site some distance away. It’s rare now 
to see roadside camping in these places. 

Doesn’t that take away from the pleasure of 
wild camping though? Isn’t part of the freedom 
of wild camping being able to just stop and pitch 
where you like? Here we come back to how wild 
camping is defi ned. In my view roadside car 
camping isn’t wild camping. I would happily 
use a simple site with facilities designed for tent 
campers if one was provided. And if not I’d head 
away from the road to camp out of sight.  

Follow Chris on Twitter: 
@townsendoutdoor

Viewpoint
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“I nEVEr fELT IT dId AnY Good to be 
reasonable about anything in conservation, 
because what you give away will never come back. 
When it comes to saving the wilderness, we can’t 
be extreme enough. To compromise is to lose”.

Take the quotes away and that’s a statement 
I’d be very happy to put my name to. But these 
aren’t my words, though they do express 
my own philosophy on the conservation 
of wild areas. Th ey are the words of the 
American conservationist Martin Litton, 
who died recently at the age of 97.

Martin Litton is perhaps not as well known 
in the UK as he should be, considering his 
achievements. He fought an almost single-
handed campaign to stop two major dams 
being built on the Green and Yampa Rivers 
at the Dinosaur National Monument, and 
won. He also persuaded the Sierra Club to 
oppose a proposed road that would have 
cut through the Sequoia National Park in 
California to reach a planned new ski area.

Neither the road nor the ski area went ahead 
and the trees, some of them believed to be 3,000 
years old, remained undisturbed. Martin Litton 
said of these groves of majestic ancient trees 
that they were, to him, “as holy as the Sistine 
Chapel” and it is diffi  cult to argue with that view.

He was also a fi erce opponent of the 
plan to dam the Colorado River through 
the Grand Canyon, and contributed much 
to the eventual designation of Redwood 
National Park to protect the great trees.

Martin Litton was a big man with a bushy 
beard and a bear-like grip. Some found his blunt, 
no-nonsense manner off -putting, but this was of 
no concern to him. Once he started a campaign 
he followed it relentlessly through to the end.

We need people like Martin Litton today, 
people who are prepared to stand up for 
their principles, concede nothing and in 
doing so, probably make themselves deeply 
unpopular. Instead we seem to be content 
to make timid requests for concessions on 
major environmental issues, thus immediately 
handing the initiative to the other side.

And it is not only the big issues, the ones we 
all know about, that demand this approach. A 
recent study by the Wildlife Trusts in England 
showed that on fi rst inspection, over 10 per cent 
of what they identifi ed as ‘local wildlife sites’, 
which include small patches of woodland and 
open space and even churchyards, had been 
lost or seriously damaged between 2009 and 
2013 – and this may well be an under-estimate.

Th ese small sites are crucial to the survival 
and wellbeing of many species of small 
mammals and birds which contribute greatly 
to the diversity of the countryside, and they are 
also a vital part of the ‘green network’ linking 
habitats together. Th ey carry no statutory 

No compromise
Roger pays tribute to a great conservationist

Environment
Roger Smith

TGO’s founding editor on the 
green issues that matter

designation and as such are at great risk of 
being lost. It is essential that we encourage 
vigorous local campaigning to watch over these 
places. Th ey are at the bottom of a hierarchical 
structure of natural areas culminating in the 
top designations of National Park and National 
Nature Reserve, but without the small places 
at the foot of the pyramid the gradation up 
to top-level sites would not be complete. 

We need the whole gloriously intricate, 
complex structure, not just a bare skeleton.

Th e Woodland Trust is one organisation 
which has been eff ective in this area, even 
calling for the safeguarding of individual trees 
where they were thought to have a suffi  ciently 
signifi cant place in their local environment. 
Th at’s the sort of approach we need. It means 
turning the present system almost on its 
head, but the result would be a richer, 
healthier environment for all of us to enjoy.

I’d like to see Martin Litton’s words 
framed over the desk of anyone involved in 
environmental matters, whether planner 
or campaigner. It might be a start towards 
redirecting us down the right road and 
away from insanities such as the building of 
thousands more unnecessary wind turbines 
when the operators of those we’ve got are 
being paid millions of pounds to turn 
them off  when the wind is too strong.

It was said of Martin Litton that 
“untrammelled by any sense of pessimism, he 
showed an unshakeable belief in his ability to 
move mountains”. Actually, we can all do that 
if we really want to. You may not always win, 
but by golly you’ll feel better for trying.  

Viewpoint

Martin Litton
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“� erefore let the moon shine on thee in thy solitary walk, and 
let the misty mountain winds be free to blow about thee.”

Jim celebrates one of Britain’s best nature writers: Dorothy Wordsworth

THE ABoVE ArE LInEs addressed to this month’s 
author by her brother, from the conclusion to 
one of the Romantic Movement’s crucial texts – 
a poem that addresses the mystical experience, 
the feeling of oneness with natural creation, 
and defi nes the moral and spiritual power this 
harmony with nature exerts in our lives. It’s 
commonly referred to as Tintern Abbey, was 
written in 1798 by William Wordsworth, and its 
exhortatory conclusion’s addressee is his sister 
Dorothy, younger than him by a year-and-a-half: 
“his exquisite sister”, in Coleridge’s phrase, her 
“eye watchful in minutest observation of nature”; 
a woman De Quincey considered “the very 
wildest (in the sense of the most natural) person 
that I have ever known”; a quicksilver spirit with 
wild and startling eyes and a Gipsy tan from 
constant exposure to Cumbrian downpours and 
sunny hill-days who was a crucial infl uence, a 
guide in perception, to two major English poets. 
More signifi cantly, she’s our fi rst great woman 
outdoor writer, and perhaps still the fi nest. Her 
journals were published by Oxford University 
Press in 1958 in an edition compiled by the 
major Wordsworth scholar Helen Darbishire. 
Revized and unevenly annotated by lesser 
scholars, the book remains in print. Anyone 
with the remotest interest in Lakeland hills, 
the Romantic Movement, women’s writing 
or nature writing should possess a copy.

Th at having been said, lest expectations are 
raised too high we need to outline the scale of this 
text. It’s intimate, brief, much of it passionately 
concerned with the health and demeanour of her 
brother at the time of his most intense creativity 
before his marriage and eventual decline into 
sacred monster and sclerotic curmudgeon. 

This month

The Grasmere 
and Alfoxden 
Journals
Dorothy Wordsworth

Th is obsession with a male’s welfare, allied 
to her collusion in that male’s appropriative 
habit (a long-standing, ongoing Cambridge 
literary tradition), has put Dorothy’s work 
into an exasperated relationship with feminist 
criticism, which is rightly at pains to point 
out how she was source and creative spark for 
signifi cant passages in Wordsworth’s (and to a 
much lesser extent Coleridge’s) poetry, whilst 
remaining indignant about her unprotesting 
acceptance of their assimilative habits. 

Th e other point about scale is that the 
published journals cover no more than two 
relatively brief periods in Dorothy’s long life. 
Th at irritating-to-some relative focus of the 
text is here relevant to the interests of literary 
scholars, for they cover the Quantock months 

Viewpoint

between January and March in 1798, and the 
early years in Grasmere between May 1800 and 
January 1803, when much of Wordsworth’s 
and Coleridge’s best poetry was written. Even 
within this span, there’s much triviality – entries 
along the lines of “very fi ne morning, warm 
weather all the week”. Yet suddenly, amid the 
commonplace there arise passages of such 
subtle, exquisite originality of perception that 
you fi nd yourself reading and re-reading them 
time and again, and returning to them in your 
thoughts so that they become part of your 
own habit of seeing, as they must have done 
with the brother over whom she exercised 
so benefi cent and valuable an infl uence: 

“Th e young Bullfi nches in their party coloured 
Raiment bustle about among the blossoms 
and poize themselves like Wire-dancers or 
tumblers, shaking the twigs and dashing off  the 
blossoms.  … the wild columbines are coming 
into beauty … a graceful slender creature, a 
female seeking retirement and growing freest 
and most graceful where it is most alone.”

Th at gentle movement from precise 
observation of nature to a diffi  dently projective 
self-insight obtained through it has become 
a staple of the nature genre. It’s Edward 
Th omas’s stock-in-trade. Here, over a century 
before his time, Dorothy Wordsworth has 
it to perfection. I’d as soon walk with her as 
anyone who’s ever written on the outdoors:

“Yesterday an old man called … [I] gave 
him a piece of cold bacon and a penny. Said he, 
‘You’re a fi ne woman!’ I could not help smiling. 
I suppose he meant ‘You’re a kind woman’.”

Both, I’d say, and I defy you not 
to fall a little in love with her.  

The Hillwalkers’
Library
Jim Perrin

Literary recommendations 
for hillwalkers with a passion 

for the written word
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Ask for A profound reference to walking 
and you’d most likely hear back, “I wandered 
lonely as a cloud”. Yet this appears nowhere in 
this walking anthology by Duncan Minshull. 
Perhaps a deliberate omission to show that 
there are as many other precious references 
we can look to – and he’s found plenty here.

Published originally in 2000 as The Vintage 
Book of Walking, this is a collection of poems, 
letters, stories and extracts to chart walking 
through time. The sources are each carefully 
curated into various chapters exploring such 
things as why people walk(ed), how they 
walk(ed) and the places they walk(ed).

And Minshull delves deep and wide, with 
excerpts as far back as Greek philosopher 
Strabo III, “When they first saw men walking 
for the pleasure of walking, they thought they 
must be mad,” to more recent thoughts from 
those such as Julian Barnes, once honorary 
president of the Ramblers Association.

The editor picks out some fine quotes from 
obvious choices such as Muir, Wainwright, 
Leigh Fermor (and of course he can’t completely 
ignore Wordsworth), while he also draws upon 
vast amounts of historic prose; with Dickens: 
“The road was so lonely in the night, that I fell 

asleep to the monotonous sound of my 
own feet,” to Austen, H.G Wells and 
Thomas Hardy. Each a demonstration 
of how the simple act of walking can be 
a decisive vehicle for some of the most 
important moments in literature.

Some offer a dewy-eyed, romantic 
appreciation; there’s a whole chapter 
titled ‘Walk With Me’, while a good 
chunk offers a comedic look: “When I 

grew up in London it seemed to me that the one 
advantage of living in London was that nobody 
ever wanted me to come out for a walk”.

The references that are particularly 
humorous are those that offer past insights 
into the perceptions of walking: “The young 
fellows have begun a kind of fashion to 
walk, and many of them have got swinging 
strong shoes on purpose; it has got as far as 
several young lords; if it hold, it would be 
a very good thing,” goes Jonathan Swift’s 
reference in Journal to Stella 1710-13.

Despite its many pleasures, it’s a small 
shame that this reissue seems to not have been 
updated to include anything since the first 
edition. Recent top dog in walking literature, 
Robert Macfarlane, wouldn’t be mentioned 
unless he hadn’t written the foreword. Also 
2012’s The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry in 
which Rachel Joyce’s fictional character walks 
across the country to a dying friend would 
have paired nicely with the real life account 
by Werner Herzog’s of doing just that.

That’s being picky though. When a 
walking anthology covers two millennia, 
14 missed years are easy to forgive.
Will Renwick

The Ridgeway
Max Landsberg
Rucksack Readers, £11.99

A weatherproof guide to 
the 87-mile National 
Trail across the North 
Wessex Downs and 
Chilterns for those 
looking to tackle it all 
in one or just bit by bit. 

Logistical information is all provided 
and the route is mapped out with five 
drop-down panels, plus there are 
eighty colour photographs of 
sights on the way.

Wilder Wales
Julian Rollins & Drew Buckley
Graffeg, £20

A heavily illustrated 
exploration of 
Wales’ landscape 
highlighting what 
it has to offer on 
a month by month 
basis. For instance, 

May looks at bluebells and songbirds 
in Carmarthenshire woodland and 
August profiles the world’s largest 
Manx Shearwater colony living 
on Skokholm Island.

South West Wales 
Children’s Trails
Rebecca Lees
Sigma Press, £8.99

Coastal, woodland 
and mountain walks 
designed to engage 
families with the 
outdoors. The twenty 
walks include route 
maps, ‘how-to’ 

information and historical background, 
and range from push-chair friendly 
to challenging climbs for older 
children. Notable areas visited 
are Worm’s Head on Gower and 
the Pontneddfechan waterfalls 
in the Neath Valley.

While 
Wandering: 
A Walking 
Companion 
Duncan Minshull
Vintage Books, £10.99

Viewpoint

New book reviews

Book round-up
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Share your views, your experiences and your favourite photos

Readers’ page editorial@tgomagazine.co.uk

Postal address
The Editor, The Great Outdoors, Newsquest Specialist Media,  

30 Cannon Street, London EC4M 6YJ

Please include a phone number and postal address.  
Letters may be edited for clarity or to fit the space available.

These Vagabond Shoes: “I received 
confirmation of my place in the TGO 

Magazine’s TGO Challenge next spring. The 
challenge involves a self-supported coast to 
coast crossing of Scotland on foot. I’m very 
excited, but quite terrified at the prospect.”

Wayne Bennett: “I’ve just watched “Wild” 
starring Reese Witherspoon and wondered 

if they ever make a film of Chris Townsend’s trip, 
which actor would he liked to play him?”

@CumbrianBlondie: “Good morning from 
the sun lounger, nothing like reading about 

wintry stuff whilst in your bikini @TGOMagazine”

@pete_savin: “Pondering why the 
more expensive the walking boots 

the faster the laces undo #fellrage 
@TrailMagazine @TGOMagazine”

@moorsforfuture: “Thank you 
@carey_davies for another great 

mention of our work- this time on 
Bleaklow – in @TGOMagazine”

@abbiegarrington: “Feb edition 
of @TGOMagazine’s a cracker-lots 

of useful winter skills and kit chat, some 
inspiring pics, and @carey_davies is on 
form too.”

With large areas of upland and 
sparsely populated regions, 
Celtic cousins Wales and 
Scotland are both relatively 
similar in geography. However, 
when it comes to wild camping 
things are very different. 
Scottish campers can throw 
their tent on almost any 
unenclosed land they choose 
whereas in Wales this is only 
excused when permission is 
granted from the land owner. 

So is this a fair deal? We 
asked on tgomagazine.co.uk 
- Should Wales have the same 
regulations as Scotland when 
it comes to wild camping?

Should Wales have the same regulations as 
Scotland when it comes to wild camping?

NO
No, control on 

wild camping 
in Wales is 
necessary

NOT SURE
It should be easier to wild 

camp in Wales but there should 
still be more regulation than in Scotland

YES 
Yes, if Scotland has relaxed regulations 
on wild camping, why can’t Wales?

61%

9%

30%

The Great Outdoors is 
now on Instagram!

Tag your shots with #TGO 
#TheGreatOutdoors and 

we’ll share them!

Taken on the way down from Skiddaw 
by TGO’s @whrenwick

View from An Teallach, in the 
NW Highlands by @jasonjpturner

View from a snow hole!  
This is @hebrideanpursuits on their  

winter skills training course in Glencoe

Social media

Beinn a'Bhuird from 
Hutchinson Memorial 
Hut, Coire Etchachan, 
Cairngorms by Mike 
Thornton

See more readers’ 
pics on p112
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REACH NEW HEIGHTS IN 2015
In 2015 Christian Aid reaches its 70th 
anniversary. To mark this milestone  
we are climbing 70 Munros throughout 
the year.

Choose your beautiful Scottish mountain:  
go to christianaid.org.uk/mountains  
or call 0141 221 7475

UK registered charity no. 1105851  Company no. 5171525  Scotland charity no. SC039150 
Northern Ireland charity no. XR94639  Company no. NI059154 Republic of Ireland charity no. 
20014162  Company no. 426928. The Christian Aid name and logo are trademarks of Christian 
Aid. Christian Aid is a key member of ACT Alliance. © Christian Aid January 2015  J3725   
Photo: iStock by Getty images

Project name 70 munros ad - The Great Outdoor Job number 15-J3725
Item name Resized advert 198x131mm (landscape) Proof stage v3
Client Claire Whitmore; Charmaine Bruce-Kotey Proof date 15/01/15
Client team 10. SCP IP CP: Church Fundraising (M246) Feedback due 16/01/15



Hill Skills
70 Walking on snow 72 Navigation techniques 74 Tips for comfy feet

How To

Walk safely on snow
In our final installment in a series about winter mountaineering 
with Cicerone books, authos Terry Adby and Stuart 
Johnston, looks at how to walk on snow safely 

Slice Step
Ascent  
This is probably the most used 
technique for walking on a snow 
slope. It simply involves a swing 
action from the lower leg, followed 
by a cutting action using the uphill 
boot sole edge. This creates a 
step in the snow that the boot and 
walker’s weight can rely on, and 
will form a ‘ladder’ of steps directly 
up the slope as you progress. 
This technique can be used when 
ascending and descending and 
is brilliant for helping maintain 
balance and coordination.

Alternatively, diagonal slice 
steps are achieved by maintaining 
the cutting edge of your boot at a 
constant horizontal angle to the fall 
line of the slope, as you progress 
diagonally upwards. When you 
create a horizontal step your boot 
will not fall out. Always check your 
angles. If your toes are pointing 

uphill your foot could easily slip out 
of the step created, particularly 
if firm snow means the steps you 
are not very deep. When you have 
created your first step bring your 
downhill boot across and in front 
of your uphill boot, to make your 
second step a few inches uphill. 
Continue the procedure. The smaller 
the steps, the more balanced you 
will be. It is important to maintain 
a horizontal step to the slope.

Descent 
The slice step in descent is very 
comfortable to use and is similar 
to the slash step with an ice axe, 
but achieved without using the 
axe. Start by ensuring your boots 
are positioned horizontal to the 
slope fall line, keeping your feet 
directly above and below one 
another. Your feet do not cross. 
The uphill boot can reinforce the 
steps created by the downhill boot. 
Again, it is important to maintain 
an even stride by slice stepping 
only a few inches from the uphill 
boot with the downhill boot. Once 
you find a rhythm you will be able 
to balance and step your way 
down the slope, creating a series 
of steps that look like a ladder.

This technique is only advisable 
for small patches of snow. Should 
the slope be longer and more 
serious, crampons should be used.

When practising walking on snow 
for the first time, or refresher 
training, you should consider all the 
hazards of the slope you intend to 
practice on, and do the same slope 
assessment as for self-arrest.

If walking on a snow slope the 
ice axe should always be held in 
the uphill hand, where it is best 
positioned for balance, preventing a 
fall, and for getting it into the brake 
position to arrest a fall if you do 
start to slide. It should be grasped 
round the head at the top of the 

shaft, and as you traverse the adze 
should be facing forward and the 
pick behind, with the shaft of the 
axe being positioned parallel to the 
body. The pick of the axe should 
always be pointing to the back of 
the hillwalker because if you need 
to self-arrest the pick – when drawn 
to the chest – will point towards 
the ground, not into your chest.

The boot as a tool
The statistics continue to prove that 
slipping and sliding out of control 

is the number one cause of winter 
accidents. Your boots are the front-
line tool against this happening, 
but even the best winter walking 
boot will only be as effective as the 
techniques you employ. Learning 
to use your boots well will enhance 
your balance and coordination and 
could, along with good judgment, 
be a life-saver. It will certainly make 
you a safer winter mountaineer. 
Here we describe some of the 
step techniques that winter 
boots are designed to assist.

Pigeon hole steps
These are very easy to achieve and 
comfortable on the calf muscles.

Begin by facing into the slope and 
take a small step first. Using your 
knee as the pivot or hinge, kick the 
nose of your boot into the snow, 
maintaining a constant right angle to 
the slope whether you are ascending 
or descending. It is also important to 
maintain your feet at least shoulder 
width apart as this will give good 
balance when stepping up or down.

This technique is excellent 
for descending, especially 
when the slope is steep and 
controlled balance is required.

1 2
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Top Tips
•  Always look ahead and visualise a 

line across the slope and follow it as 
you slice step. Stop deliberately and 
change direction when you need to.

•  Before changing direction it is wise to 
create a single step big enough for your 
feet to comfortably balance on. This 
can be achieved by using your ice axe 
or your boots to cut the snow away.

The Hillwalkers Guide to Mountaineering 
is published by Cicerone Press. The 
authors are Terry Adby and Stuart 
Johnston. To buy a copy of The 
Hillwalkers Guide to Mountaineering 
(or any other Cicerone technique 
book or mini-guide) at a 25% discount 
please use the code TGO25 on the 
Cicerone website: cicerone.co.uk. 

Changing direction: 
Turning on a snow slope
If you are zigzagging up a slope 
and need to turn to change 
direction, use your ice axe 
for support and security.

Always stop, and either kick 
or cut a secure platform for both 
feet. If kicking, assist your balance 
by self-belaying with the axe in 
the snow slope in front of you held 
at the top with both hands. Turn 
on the platform, place your axe in 
the uphill hand, and continue.

Heel plunge steps
This is a very important technique, 
commonly used for descending 
in soft-to-medium snow density, 
and is very easy to achieve.

Position your feet at least 
shoulder width apart, then in 
small steps proceed to plunge 
your heels into the snow, ensuring 
that you take small steps to 
maintain balance. Your feet 
should remain at right angles to 
the snow pack – simply bend your 
knees and steady your balance 
by leaning forward slightly, then 
lift your knee and kick down into 
the snow, one step at a time.

3 4
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Hill Skills Navigation

Navigation techniques
Our navigation series taken from Mountain Training’s new hillwalking book, 
Steve Long and Plas y Brenin staff turns their attention to navigation techniques

useful information to 
help pinpoint a location. 
The direction a slope 
faces is referred to as 
its aspect and can often 
provide a vital clue when 
trying to relocate.

Slope aspect can be 
measured accurately by 
taking a bearing straight 
down the fall line – in 
other words the line down 
which a rolling stone would 
travel. In poor visibility, 
care should be taken to 
check that this is the main 
slope and not a small basin 
confusing the overall 
picture. The magnetic 
bearing shown will instantly 
give an idea of which way 
the slope is facing. For 
example, a bearing of 315˚ 
will mean it is a North West 
facing slope. This may be all 

that is required to confirm 
a location, however greater 
accuracy can be achieved by 
transferring this bearing to 
the map. After making the 
appropriate adjustment to 
the bearing from magnetic 
to Grid North, the compass 
is placed on the map and 
rotated until the orienting 
lines on the compass 
housing are parallel to 
the vertical grid lines. The 
compass can now be moved 
over the map, maintaining 
the same orientation. The 
edge of the compass will 
cross through the contours 
at right angles on any slopes 
with the same aspect – all 
other slopes are eliminated. 
If there is already a rough 
idea of location this 
information might provide 
a more accurate fix.

Slope aspect and shape

Observing changes in the 
angle and direction of the 
slope as a route is travelled 
is a useful skill to acquire, 
particularly when walking 

in featureless terrain. 
Often in these situations it 
is the shape of the ground 
and the direction it faces 
that provides the most 

1

Compass bearing 
taken of ‘fall line’

Edge of compass cuts
contours at right angles

Orienting lines 
parallel to Grid North
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Drifting off from a bearing by as 
little as 5 degrees will lead to an 
error of nearly 50 metres after 
walking only half a kilometre. 
This is a good reason for keeping 
navigational ‘legs’ relatively 
short, but also means that trying 
to walk on a bearing straight to 
a point feature such as a bothy is 
quite optimistic in thick mist.

Imagine trying to journey 
through featureless terrain in 
dense mist with the hope of finding 
a bridge over a stream. As long as 
the bearing cuts across the stream, 
it will not be very hard to find this 

line feature: but if the bridge is 
not visible, should the party turn 
upstream or downstream? 

Aiming off is a classic 
navigational technique, which 
will eliminate this quandary. 
The party deliberately sets a 
bearing a few degrees to the side 
of the bridge – usually uphill if 
descending, then turns downhill 
upon reaching the stream, using it 
as a ‘handrail’ to reach the bridge. 
The uphill deviation is used to 
prevent dropping down too low 
and then having to regain height 
to find the destination. This 

technique is particularly useful 
for finding junctions or other 
points located on linear features.

Hill Walking – 
Third Edition
This is a major 
reference book 
for every walker 
as well as for those 
who wish to lead 
groups in the UK 
and Ireland. It is split 
into three sections: 

getting around in the hills, the upland 
environment and party management, all 
of which contain colourful illustrations, 
photos and maps which bring essential 
techniques to life. This book has been 
written by Steve Long, with contributions 
from Plas y Brenin staff, and provides 
an indispensable guide to the skills 
required for summer hillwalking.

Hill Walking is published by 
Mountain Training who administer 
nationally accredited awards and 
skills courses in walking, climbing and 
mountaineering. You can buy a copy from 
their website mountain-training.org

A useful technique in any conditions 
for seeking a poorly defined 
feature is to identify something 
clearly distinguishable within a 
few hundred metres of it. Having 
located this attack point, a more 
cautious systematic approach can 
be used to pinpoint the required 
feature. This is often described 
as using two different styles; 
‘rough navigation’ to locate the 
attack point, and ‘fine navigation’ 
to find the actual feature.

For example, in poor visibility 
it might be necessary to locate 
a sheepfold for shelter. In open 

moorland this would be a difficult 
task but with a clear feature 200 
metres away, such as a large lake, 
it might be possible to use rough 
navigation to find the lake and 
then fine detail navigation for the 
final 200 metres. It is important 
to choose an attack point that can 
be found using rough navigation 
otherwise no benefit is achieved. In 
the same way ‘reverse’ attack points 
can be useful; when you are leaving 
a known point and want to head off 
in a particular direction you can use 
an attack point to check that you 
are walking on the right bearing.

Sometimes when following a 
bearing it is necessary to make 
a detour around an unexpected 
obstruction that you cannot see 
the far side of, for example an 
unmarked enclosure, boggy ground 
or escarpment. It may be possible 
to make a series of turns around the 
object in order to get back in line 
with the bearing. This technique, 
known as boxing, is simplest when 
90-degree turns are made.

The first step is to turn at 
right angles from the bearing, 

until the magnetic needle aligns 
with the East/West markings on 
the compass (according to the 
direction turned). The direction 
of travel arrow now shows a 
bearing at right angles, without 
having to make any calculations.

This bearing is followed, while 
measuring distance until beyond 
the obstacle. The original bearing is 
then followed until it is possible to 
turn back beyond the other side of 
the obstacle. The navigator turns to 
move back towards the original line 

of travel, until the magnetic needle 
points to West or East (the opposite 
of the previous detour). This is 
followed for the same distance as 
the detour and thus the original line 
is reached, having followed three 
sides of a square – only the side that 
is parallel to the original bearing 
should be included in the total 
reckoning of distance travelled.

Whenever possible, a box 
with sides that are parallel or at 
right angles to the slope will make 
it easier to keep on course.

Aiming off

Boxing

Attack points4

3

2

3
0

0
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Attack 
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1500m
1400m
1300m
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1100m
1000m
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600m
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400m
300m
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100m
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Desired 
bearing

A 6° error 
means that, 

on a leg of 500 
metres, one 

is about 52 
metres out 

(approximately 
a 10% error)
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9 tips
for comfy feet 

Painful feet can ruin a day on the mountain; these ideas should help

Get the right fit
No amount of breaking in will 
help if they don’t fit from the 

beginning. When you buy, take 
your time and advice from shop 
staff, wear socks and orthotics 
you’d normally wear, and fit at 

the end of the day. 

Try insoles
Again, these won’t fix poor 

fitting boots, but insoles such 
as Superfeet can make a world 

of difference, especially if 
the main problem is aching 

feet. They can even help hip, 
knee and back pains. Get 
these fitted in store too. 

Beware of blisters
Try and avoid blisters as much 
as possible. As soon as you feel 

a hot spot take action with a 
plaster, another pair of socks or 
even duct tape. If a blister does 

form, don’t pop it – use Compeed 
or similar plasters.  

Keep them clean 
Happy shoes equals happy 

feet. Dirt, grit and scuffs can 
all cause problems. Take laces 

and insoles out and clean after 
every use but only with water 

or a leather cleaner. The inside 
should be cleaned with a sponge 

or brush using water. Dry them 
thoroughly too. Pop some 

newspaper in them. 

Be nice to leather
Leather likes a bit of TLC. 

Put on some waterproofing 
treatment such as that 

from Nikwax or Grangers, 
or perhaps some wax. 

Take off the residue and 
store somewhere airy. 

Get good socks
Often the cause of blisters or 

wet feet is bad socks. Invest 
in a pair of merino socks or 
good synthetic socks with 

flat seams and shaped heels – 
they need to fit properly too. 

Look for  
width fittings

Some manufacturers, for 
example Alt-Berg, offer 

different widths of boot. If you 
have particularly wide feet, 

this is a great option. Also ask 
in store for brands or specific 

shoes that tend to be wide.  

Break them in
Spend a few days wandering 
around the house or locally to 
identify any pressure points. 
Many stores and shoe repairers 
can stretch specific parts of 
shoes. Then start small with 
weight on your back as this can 
make a difference too.

Be nice to your feet 
Your feet need a bit of 
TLC too – keep your nails 
trim and use a pumice 
on any hard skin. Minor 
problems around town 
will be exacerbated 
on the mountain.  

Quick Guide to packing your rucksack
4 Keep it warm. In winter 

water can freeze and 
batteries deplete if they are 
kept on the outside of the 
packs. Best keep batteries 
against your body. Water 
tubes from hydration packs 
freeze very easily. Insulated 
tubes can be bought.   

3 Keep it organised. It sounds 
obvious, but know where 

everything is and keep it there. In the 
dark and when you’re tired you’ll be 
grateful for it. Pack in order of chance 
of use – eg waterproof at the top – 
and we recommend colour-coded 
stuff sacks. They are cheap, useful 
and often waterproof. 

2 Keep it inside. No one 
wants to look like a boy 

scout rambling off with pots 
and pans clanging around the 
back. But in all seriousness, 
with the exception of ice axe 
and crampons, and perhaps 
a sleeping mat, keep 
everything inside. 

1 Keep it balanced. Make sure that the 
weight is distributed evenly on 

either side, and try and place the single 
heavy items – a tent, fuel containers and 
water for example – in the middle. For 
most purposes the heavier items should 
be higher up and near to your back, but 
experiment. Sometimes on rough ground 
a little lower maybe best for stability. 
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Insulated 
jackets

p 82

New gear

Montane 
Axion Neo Alpha

 985 g£ 360

montane.co.uk

Insulated waterproof jackets have long 
been out of favour over the years for a 
number of reasons. They don’t offer the 
fl exibility of an insulating layering system, 
and too often it felt like wrapping yourself 
up in a duvet and popping a plastic bag over 
the top. In short, they were too warm and 
not breathable enough for the UK. But 
for the last couple of winters we’ve seen 
a few more being promoted. As material 
technology has improved (ie become more 
breathable) they’ve become valid again. 

The Axion Neo Alpha (a Highly 
commended award winner in the TGO 
Awards) is easily one of the best examples 
of an insulated waterproof. Much of this 
is down to its combination of Polartec 
Neoshell waterproof material, an air 
permeable fabric that has proven to 
be very breathable, which is used over 
100g Polartec Alpha, their breathable 
insulating material. Montane describe it as 
the ‘world’s most breathable waterproof 
insulated jacket, which it just could be. 
Compared with similar jackets, including 

their own, admittedly £120-cheaper 
Minimus Hybrid Jacket, it is noticeably less 
clammy. Don’t get me wrong, this is a winter 
jacket – but I’ve worn this all winter so far in 
temperatures below zero it has regulated 
temperatures very well. As a result I don’t 
think it is too hot for UK temperatures. 
It feels bullet proof in fact – this stood 
up against what December and most of 
January threw at it. 

The jacket itself is well-tailored and 
comfortable. The sleeves are long and I really 
like the stiffened cuffs. The hood also fi ts 
perfectly and moves well with the head – 
essential in a winter mountain jacket. It zips 
up to the nose and tightens without dragging 
the hood down. There are two huge pockets 
with long zips, above a hip belt, that is also 
important in the blustery weather. There’s 
a very small sleeve pocket too. Inside, there 
are another two pockets and a removable 
snow skirt. Whether you’ll be adding it 
to your wardrobe probably depends on 
the frequency you’re out in the snowy 
mountains. It does come at a price (although 
it’s worth considering the Minimum Hybrid 
Jacket), but this is an excellent winter 
mountain jacket and it’s changed my mind 
entirely about insulated waterproofs. 
Daniel Neilson

Brunton 
TruArc 20
The TruArc 20 is the top of the range product of the 
TruArc series that includes a global needle that can 
be used anywhere in the world, tool-free declination 
and, exclusively in this compass, an ‘ever north’ 
needle that can’t lose polarity by proximity 
to electronic devices or metal in your pocket. 
There’s also a clinometer and sighting mirror.
brunton.com

Thule 
Capstone 32
Thule is continuing 
to expand their range 
of backpacks with a 
new technical series 
released February 2015. 
The Capstone is available 
in a men’s and women’s 
version in 32, 40 and 
50-litre sizes and a unisex 
20-litre version. They 
have a focus on fi t with 
many ways to adjust the 
fi t while on the back. 
thule.com 
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Kirk Watson MIC
Height 5’10”   Shoe size 10/10.5
Clothing size XL

Kirk is a Scotsman living in Aviemore 
who has been hillwalking since he was fi ve and 
climbing since he was thirteen. He works as 
an outdoor instructor and holds the Mountain 
Instructor Certifi cate, spending most of the winter 
teaching mountaineering and climbing. During 
summer he coaches canoeing and mountaineering, 
and makes fi lms.  He’s climbed and walked in many 
countries and spent six years living in Antarctica 
guiding scientists across glaciers and up mountains.  

Judy Armstrong
Height 5’2”   
Boot size 3.5/4
Clothing size 12/Women’s Medium

Judy Armstrong has been testing gear for 
The Great Outdoors since 2005 but has been 
hillwalking and mountaineering for 30 years. 
Originally from New 
Zealand, Judy lives in 
the North York Moors 
National Park and also has 
a base in the French Alps.  

Chris Townsend
Height 5’8”   Boot size 9
Clothing size Medium 
(with short legs!)

Chris Townsend has written 17 books on 
the outdoors, including the award-winning 
The Backpacker’s Handbook. Among his walking 
achievements, he was the fi rst person to complete 
a continuous round of all the Munros and Tops 
and the fi rst to walk the 1600-mile length of the 
Canadian Rockies. Chris has been reviewing 
gear for The Great Outdoors since 1991.

TGO’s gear reviewers

THE UK’S 
MOST 

EXPERIENCED 
GEAR 

TESTING 
TEAM

Vivobarefoot
Tracker

 503 g (each, size 9)£ 180

vivobarefoot.com/uk

Comfortable and perfect for low-level walking

Vivobarefoot has been leading the charge 
in the barefoot running department 
for some time now. I have previously 
tested and commended Vivobarefoot’s 
FiveFingers and Trail Freak models, so I 
was keen to test the brand’s fi rst steps into 
the walking boot realm. First off – they 
are incredibly comfy. Even if you’re not a 
hardened barefoot enthusiast, the minimal, 
2.5mm sole will be adequate if the terrain 
isn’t too rough and rocky. I tested these 
in regular, non-hillwalking socks and the 
comfort was still superb.

The water resistance of this boot is also 
excellent. The leather upper and high top 
design (which gets top style points) did a 

good job of keeping the water out, even 
after long stretches walking through boggy 
and swampy marsh. A very small amount of 
water seeped in, but this quickly evaporated. 
The breathability is more than adequate. 
The 4.5mm lugs, however, although 
suffi cient for almost all wet surfaces, were 
not aggressive enough to hold their own 
confi dently on wet, smooth and slimy stone.

In short, the Tracker is a solid, all-round 
boot, and ideal for low-level walking where 
you won’t be encountering any ground that 
is especially gnarly. It will be interesting 
to see how well they perform on longer 
backpacking routes.
James Reader

Garmin
fēnix 3
Garmin have announced they will be releasing 
the third version of the fēnix GPS ABC (altimeter, 
barometer and compass) watch. What are the 
differences? The hardware is slimmer, has a better 
display and a stainless steel bezel. There’s also 
improved battery life and has an antenna for antenna 
for GPS and GLONASS. The software can be paired 
with a smartphone so texts and calls are alerted 
on the watch, and there’s an app that friends can 
follow – a nice safety feature. The software has also 
been opened up to third-party developers to create 
apps for Garmin products through the ConnectIQ 
platform. £370-£400. 
garmin.com
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Gear Winter essentials

Essential 
winter gear
Mountaineer and outdoor instructor Kirk Watson looks at the gear essential 
for winter in the Scottish mountains, as well as a few examples

Winter is my favorite time to be in the 
mountains in Scotland, especially when the 
snow is crisp and hard and the only noise is 
the crunch from your feet. The sun reflects 
off the ground shining extra bright, rime ice 
coats the boulders and cliffs, and the air is 
clear and cold, allowing you to see for many 
miles across the winter mountains all around. 

The rewards of winter walking are superb 
and the adventure greater than in any other 
season. There are many reasons for this, and it 
has been argued that there may be no such thing 
as winter walking – only winter mountaineering. 
The weather can be more extreme and the 
hours of daylight shorter, meaning that you 
need to be fitter, quicker and more efficient 
with everything you do. The ground underfoot 
can change many times during the day 
depending on the temperature and weather.

Planning for winter in 
the mountains
We all know it is not always the perfect day for 
a trip. Only a few days ago, six miles from my 
house as the crow flies, it topped 140mph on the 
summit of Cairn Gorm, and the anemometer 
broke! Some people like to speak about wind 
speed in pints of beer; for every ten mph of wind, 
it is like consuming a pint of beer. So 60mph 
is six pints of beer, and it works well as lighter 
folk are more affected. Although at 100mph 
lighter people tend to be lifted up and flung 

through the air, I haven’t yet seen beer do this 
to people! I’m not suggesting here that drinking 
is good training for windy conditions, but it 
can be entertaining on occasion to speculate 
what wind speed your more lubricated friends 
are experiencing on the way home from the 
pub and what the visibility might be like. 

So when I was asked to write an article 

about essential winter kit, my first thought was 
knowledge. You can have the best kit in the world 
but you need to be able to read weather forecasts, 
avalanche forecasts and interpret these into your 
plans and route. You also need to look into the 
history of weather and avalanche hazard before 
you commit to a route. This planning stage is the 
most important part of a winter day, especially 
when it comes to your knowledge of avalanche 
terrain and what is happening on the surface 
of the snow and deep within the layers of snow 
pack. I would recommend keeping a track of this 
information throughout the winter to make the 
best decisions you can about any route choice.

Once on your journey through the 
mountains, keep an eye on the weather and snow 
to see if it as you predicted it would be, or has it 

changed and do you need to move to plan B or C?
In order to follow your route in winter, 

your navigation needs to be even better than 
in summer. So when all you can see is similar 
to the inside of a ping pong ball and you don’t 
know which way is up or down, and you have to 
shout to be heard through the wind, you want to 
still have the confidence to find your way home.

The gear you need
While you are thinking about navigation, 
weather, avalanche hazard, conditions underfoot 
and following your route, you want to feel 
comfortable with the right kit so you can focus 
on the important things. Much of the winter 
gear can carry over from your summer gear – 
you just might need to add more layers. A good 
waterproof/windproof jacket and trousers, a 
good layering system with thermals, fleece and 
maybe a synthetic jacket. A hat, neckie, gloves 
(I would suggest a minimum of three pairs), 
compass (that will work with winter gloves), 
map of the area and a good rucsack to fit it all in.

For this article I have opted to focus 
specifically on the following core winter items 
of boots, crampons, axes, and goggles.

The planning stage is the most important part 
of a winter day, especially when it comes to 
your knowledge of avalanche terrain
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Winter boots & crampons
We often wear boots in summer, but come winter we need a warmer 
and stiffer boot. There are many winter boots out there to choose 
from, and we can roughly put them into three categories: B1, B2 
and B3, B1 being the softest and B3 being a rigid boot. Likewise 
there are many types of crampons for different uses and which fi t 

these boots, again roughly splitting into C1, C2 and C3. The table 
below compares the pros and cons of these categories of boots and 
crampons. Hopefully this will help you make a decision on what 
boots are for you. Remember and take your boots into the shop 
when your buying crampons, as they need to be compatible.

B1 pros B1 cons

Soft and 
comfortable 
for long walks

Poor for kicking steps 
and holding edges

Cheaper You will need to wear crampons 
more often even on easier snow

Good walking 
boot

Usually a colder boot

Often heavier as made 
from cheaper material 
(but sometimes not)

B2 pros B2 cons

Bit of bend so still a 
comfortable boot for 
walks and also good 
for mountaineering

Weight average sometimes 
very light depending on 
price and materials

Middle price range You will need to wear 
crampons as snow gets hard

Reasonable for 
kicking steps and 
holding an edge

Insulation in the middle 
you may get cold feet 
on the chilly days

B3 pros B3 cons

Perfect for 
kicking steps and 
holding an edge

No bend can be 
uncomfortable on non 
snowy walk ins

Warmest boot Expensive

Good boot to use if 
you plan colder trips 
to higher mountains

Can be heavier but often 
lighter due to expensive 
materials used

Good boot if you 
plan to move 
onto climbing

Need to learn to walk 
from your knee more or 
slightly more fl at footed 
due to their stiffness

C1 pros C1 cons

Good walking 
crampon

Not as good on hard ice

Will fi t all boots Not as good on steep 
mountaineering ground

Comfortable and 
bendy so easy 
to walk with

Not good if you are going 
onto more climbing ground

Generally lighter 
than C2 and C3

Sometimes bulkier bindings

Cheapest

C2 pros C2 cons

Often adds some 
stiffness to a boot

Will not fi t on B1 boots

Will fi t B2 and 
B3 boots

Generally heavier than C1s

Generally sharper 
and more aggressive 
than C1s which 
make them stick 
to ice better

Generally sharper and more 
aggressive than C1s which 
makes it easier to cut your 
trousers with if you are not 
used to walking in them

Reasonable 
to walk in

Middle price range

Will work well on 
steep snow, ice and 
rocky ground

Generally stronger 
than C1

C3 pros C3 cons

Fully rigid crampon 
extremely strong 
build for climbing

Will not generally fi t 
on B1 or B2 boots

Great for steep snow, 
ice and rocky ground

Generally heavier

Will work well 
mountaineering 
and climbing

Very sharp and aggressive 
making it easy to cut your 
trousers if you are not 
used to wearing them

Very sharp and 
aggressive making 
it stick to any 
surface well

Expensive

Strong hard wearing 
crampons

Not as comfortable to 
walk in due to rigidness

B1/C1 B2/C2 B3/C3
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1 Hanwag 
Alaska GTX 

 2200 g£ 235

This is a B1 boot and on fi rst putting 
it on I felt the toe was too narrow, 
but after a while it felt great and 
worked well for precise placements. 
It’s been a while since I have worn a 
B1 boot as I usually use a B3, and I 
had forgotten what a pleasure it is to 
walk comfortably in a boot. A very 
comfy boot that moulded to my feet 
quickly and was warm, waterproof 
and also worked well in the mud. 
They are well built with quality 
materials and a good ball bearing-
like easy lace system.
hanwag.com

2 Grivel 
G10 New Classic 

 820 g£115

Great 10-point, C1 crampon for use 
as a walking crampon, which I would 
imagine will fi t almost any boot, even 
very small ones. Superb attachment 
system easily adjusted at home or 
on the hill in a white out. The anti 
balling plates are fantastic even in 
the wettest snow.
grivel.com

BOOT & CRAMPON REVIEWS
The following are the boots I tested and the crampons I used with them. I wore all the boots 
around my house for a day fi rst to check for any rubbing, because once you’ve worn them 
outside you have to keep them. I then did a short low level walk before committing to a 
day on the hill. If you experience bad blisters after a few days, sell your boots (even if you 
lose money) and get a different fi tting boot, as the fi t is the most important thing about a 
good boot. The weights below are from my kitchen scales and the boots were all size 46.good boot. The weights below are from my kitchen scales and the boots were all size 46.

1 Hanwag 

5 La Sportiva 
Nepal Cube GTX 

 2180 g£ 420

A B3, fully stiffened boot. The La Sportiva Nepal boot 
has been around for a while and is very popular, as I’m 
sure you will have seen its fl ashy yellow colours if you’ve 
been out in the mountains in winter over the past fi ve or 
more years. So what does this new Nepal cube offer that 
its predecessors did not? Well, they have shaved a good 
bit of weight off them – almost half a kilo per pair – due 
to a honeycomb carbon sole unit which provides the 
stiffness and seemingly the warmth from the snow. The 
boot is similar fi tting to previous Nepal boots. It performs 
well, giving you confi dence on hard snow/ice and is 
made with high quality materials and looks the part.
sportiva.com

6 Petzl 
Sarken Crampon 

 980 g£ 160

This crampon comes with a metal toe bar at the front 
and a lever at the rear, meaning it will only fi t onto 
your B3 boot (although you can get it with different 
attachments to fi t onto a B2 boot). So it has C3 
attachments but is not a fully C3 crampon as it is not fully 
rigid. A fully rigid C3 crampon is more specifi cally for 
ice and mixed climbing rather than mountaineering and 
walking which we are speaking about in this article. 

The adjustment systems are simple and easy to use. 
The crampon performed well walking, even though it’s 
a very technical crampon with 12 aggressive points. 
The front points are a bit longer than other crampons so 
you need to watch the trip hazard. The two front points 
also have a unique ‘T’ shape, with a mix of vertical ice 
points moulded with the horizontal standard crampon 
points. This makes the crampons superb for climbing ice 
and also excellent on snow/névé. A superb higher end 
crampon for people wanting to get onto steeper terrain.
petzl.com

3 Scarpa 
Manta PRO GTX 

 2150 g£ 300

This is the Manta boot that has been around a 
long time and has just recently been upgraded and 
called the PRO GTX. It has a few changes to more 
modern materials to improve comfort and weight. 
Waterproofi ng and breathability is improved with 
the Gore-Tex lining. It has a slightly closer fi t than 
its predecessor, and I found it to be a lovely boot. 
The fi rst walk I did in them was up Ben MacDui and 
back, and they were very comfortable. I could kick 
steps well and my feet were warm. The soles have 
good grip on snow, rock and mud making them a 
great mountaineering boot and good also for a bit 
of scrambling.
scarpa.co.uk

4 Grivel Air Tech 
New-Matic 

 1100 g£130

A C2, 12-point crampon with a plastic front bale 
and a lever bale at the rear. It’s a sharp aggressive 
crampon which gives great grip on snow ice 
and rock. It also adds some rigidity to a B2 boot 
which allowed me to use this on steep ground. 
The adjustment system is easy to use and the anti 
balling plates are superb. A great mountaineering 
crampon which can also be used for a bit of 
climbing.
grivel.com

The following are the boots I tested and the crampons I used with them. I wore all the boots 

1

2

3

4

5
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GOGGLES

10 Julbo 
Bang double lens goggles

£ 70

I often use clear goggles in winter 
in case I end up doing some night 
navigation. So these goggles were 
a little different, but Julbo also 
do clear lens goggles. It is worth 
wearing a pair of goggles in the 
shop and looking at a map as 
some shades make the contours 
disappear on your map. Another 
top tip is when you are putting your 
goggles on, use the lens cloth/bag to 
fi rst wipe round your eyes, cheeks 
and forehead, as this will eliminate 
some of the fogging problems. 
I wore these goggles over several 
days in varying conditions – from 
20mph winds to 70; from warm, 
wet days to dry spindrift days; from 
slower climbing days to fast sweaty 
hiking days – and they never once 
steamed up on the inside, which 
is testament to a good goggle.

ICE AXES
The two axes I had on test are more technical and stronger 
axes (T-rated) than general walking axes, meaning they can be 
used for mountaineering and in winter belays etc.

8 Petzl 
Sum’Tec 

 495 g£ 140

A great lightweight mountaineering axe. It is comfortable to 
carry in the hand and heavy enough to be effective at cutting 
steps and ledges. The trigger fi nger was useful for short 
sections of steep ground and it worked well in belays as its 
shape is not to extreme. A great mountaineering axe.
petzl.com

9 DMM 
Raptor 

 664 g£ 110

Now, I have been using exactly the same mountaineering axe 
for work in the hills for the past 12 years, and I have yet to see 
any axe come near to its quality and usefulness as an axe you 
intend to use frequently. Until the Raptor! This is a superb 
all-round mountaineering axe. It’s a heavier weight than 
some others, so if you don’t plan on using an axe much and 
it’s going to be on your pack, it might not be the one for you. 
If you’re going out intent on cutting steps and stances it can’t 
be beaten. It has a T-rated pick and shaft. The shaft is slightly 
curved with an aggressive pick which aids in climbing steeper 
ground, but is not so aggressive that it makes self arrest tricky. 
Its slightly rounded head means it is comfortable to walk with. 
The point of the shaft is sharp and grips even the hardest ice 
and also allows it to plunge easily into softer ground. It has a 
rubber handle near the bottom of the axe which is properly 
grippy, and the adze has been manufactured at the perfect 
angle for a great pendulum-swinging, step-cutting motion. An 
absolutely superb axe. I also used the hammer version of the 
axe to climb some easy gullies and they make a great pair.
dmmclimbing.com

Enjoy your winter 
mountains with the right 
equipment and knowledge. 
It is a superb playground 
that can give the best 
and most beautiful of 
adventures from any of 
our four seasons.  

7 Edelrid 
Shark crampon 

 900 g£ 140

This crampon interested me as it has great 
fl exibility, unlike any other crampons I know 
of. It comes with soft, semi and automatic 
bindings, meaning it can fi t on B1, B2 or B3 
boots. So if you have a selection of boots 
this could save you buying several sets of 
crampons to go with them. It fi tted to all the 
boots and performed well. It didn’t add much 
stiffness for steeper ground with the B2 boot, 
this was not noticeable on the B3 boot and it 
retained a soft comfort to the B1 boot. The 
fastening system was different and took a bit 
of getting used to but was very secure and 
seemed to undo easily after being frozen, 
unlike the other systems (although this is not 
something I am too bothered about, as the 
important thing is keeping the crampons on).

6

7

8

9
10
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Gear comparative review

WRITING THIS IN THE DEPTHS 
OF a winter that has been 
decidedly chilly compared 
to last year I’ve been very 
glad of the series of insulated 
jackets that have arrived for 
testing. � ere has been no 
problem trying them in suitable 
conditions! Using them has 
shown me that there is now a 
far greater choice in garments 
than there was just a few years 
ago. New lighter designs with 
micro ba�  es and ultrathin 
shell fabrics plus hydrophobic 
down and down/synthetic 
blends have really changed the 
insulated jacket market. � is 
has been a particular boon 
for backpackers and anyone 
who likes to travel light as the 
weight of garments has dropped 
markedly.  I now carry an 
insulated garment year round, 
something I wouldn’t have done 
not so long ago because of the 
weight even of down ones. 

Most of the garments tested 
aren’t warm enough on their 
own to keep you warm in the 
coldest winter weather when 
stationary. However two can 
be worn together or, even 
better, one can be worn with 
an insulated vest (see review 
in the February issue) for a 
combination that is more 
versatile than having just one 
thick garment. Much of the 
time one garment is perfectly 
adequate – I’ve sat on a lot of 
freezing summits while testing 
them – but having a second 
one is nice as a backup. 

Insulated 
jackets
Gear editor Chris Townsend looks at the 
racing innovation in insulated jackets

jackets
Chris Townsend looks at the Chris Townsend looks at the Chris Townsend

racing innovation in insulated jackets

Check for this

Weight
This is where down wins with the lightest 
garments weighing under 200 grams yet 
being as warm as heavier synthetic ones 
weighing twice as much. Except in the 
most extreme cold I don’t think there’s 
any need for a garment weighing more 
than 500 grams whatever the fi ll.

Check for this

Size
Having the same size label doesn’t 
mean that garments are actually 
the same size as each other. Some 
garments are sized to fi t closely 
so if you want to wear them over a 
fl eece or softshell a size larger than 

normal is needed. Other garments 
are sized to fi t over several layers 
and feel baggy worn over just a 
base layer. Some of the medium size 
garments tested were as roomy as 
some of the large size ones.

1
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Berghaus 
Ramche Hyper

 193 g (L)£ 230

Weighing less than many base layers this down jacket is 
astonishingly light given the warmth, which is the same as 
other jackets weighing well over twice as much. The low 
weight is due to the high fi llpower down, the thin shell fabric 
and Berghaus’s body-mapping construction. The last means 
there’s more down over the core as that’s where warmth 
is most needed with less on the shoulders and upper arms 
and even less again on the sides and under the arms. There’s 
no hood but the high collar is snug. The pockets lie above 
a hipbelt. I’ve found the Ramche Hyper warm on sub-zero 
nights in camp worn over a thin fl eece. Berghaus says it’s a 
‘highly technical down climbing garment’. I think it’s ideal 
for backpacking.

 ultralight, very warm, pockets

 no hood

Fill 850 fillpower Hydrodown  Shell Pertex Quantum 
GL  Hood no  Cuffs elasticated  Hem drawcord  Pockets 
2 lower  Sizes men S-XXL, women 8-18
berghaus.com

1

Black Diamond 
Hot Forge Hoody  

 448 g (M)£ 280

The Hot Forge Hoody uses the top Primaloft down blend, which is 
70% water-repellent down/30% Primaloft.  The insulation really 
does feel like a cross between down and synthetic with a slightly slick 
synthetic feel but also the softness and fl exibility of down. I fi nd it very 
comfortable and quite breathable. It also loses little loft when wet and 
dries quite quickly, aided by the thin Pertex Quantum shell. This jacket 
has a good hood with a small peak and a volume adjuster. The lower 
pockets are roomy but lie under a hipbelt, as do the inner pockets. 
The lower pockets are lined with fl eece, as is the collar, a nice touch. 
Sizing is on the small side with the medium a rather tight fi t worn over a 
lightweight fl eece. The price is quite high but the weight is reasonable. 
The warmth means this top should be adequate for all but the coldest 
UK winter conditions.

 hood, Primaloft down blend

 handwarmer pockets under pack hipbelt 

Fill Primaloft Gold Insulation Down Blend  Shell Pertex Quantum  
Hood yes, volume adjuster  Cuffs stretch  Hem drawcord  Pockets 
2 lower, 1 chest, 2 inner  Sizes men XS-XL, women XS-XL
blackdiamondequipment.com

2

Check for this

Fill
The simple either/or choice between 
down or synthetic has gone now 
with the introduction of Primaloft 
Down Blend, the fi rst ever mix of 
synthetic fi bres and down. With this 
hybrid fi ll and hydrophobic down 
there’s no longer any need to choose 
synthetics for wet conditions. The 
main advantage of synthetics now 
is the lower price in my opinion. 

Primaloft Down Blend really is 
innovative as it actually mixes down 
and synthetic together in clusters. 
This results in a fi ll that is mobile like 
down but also has the properties of 
Primaloft. The big question for me 
is durability as down normally long 
outlasts synthetic insulation. I’ve been 
wearing a Primaloft Down jacket for 
everyday wear since the autumn and 
so far it’s lasting well. It’ll take a few 
years before I really know though.

Check for this

Hoods
While not essential a 
warm hood can be very 
welcome on a stormy 
day and replaces the 
need for a separate hat. 
Adjustable hoods are 
best as ones with just an 
elasticated rim can blow 
off in strong winds.

2
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Patagonia 
Nano Air

 398 g (M)£ 180

With this jacket Patagonia has gone for maximum 
breathability rather than maximum weather 
protection. And it certainly is very breathable, 
making it comfortable in a wide range of 
temperatures and good for wearing under a 
waterproof shell. Patagonia says the outer protects 
from ‘all but blasting winds’. Those occur often in 
the Cairngorms! I haven’t found it that windproof 
anyway and have needed a shell over it when I 
wouldn’t have done with more windproof ones. The 
shell fabrics are soft and have a matt fi nish rather 
than the usual slick shiny one, making the jacket 
very comfortable. The fabrics stretch too, as does 
the fi ll, so the jacket can be close-fi tting and still 
move with you. The hood fi ts well and is warm but 
the lack of drawcords means it can blow back on the 
head in strong winds. The lower pockets can just be 
used when wearing a hipbelt, though the bottom 
of them is cut off. The chest pockets are quite small 
– okay for compass or phone but not much more. 
Warmth is about the same as a midweight fl eece.

 breathability, soft fabric

 not fully windproof, no hood drawcords, 
quite expensive for synthetic

Fill 60-g Full Range stretch polyester  Shell stretch ripstop nylon  
Hood yes, elasticated rim  Cuffs elasticated  Hem drawcord  
Pockets 2 lower, 2 chest  Sizes men XS-XXL, women XS-XL
patagonia.com

Skogstad 
Gullkop

 447 g (M)£ 119

The Gullkop is a fairly typical Primaloft jacket 
with opposite performance characteristics to the 
Patagonia Nano Air in that it’s fully windproof but 
not that breathable. It’s kept out bitter winds in 
sub-zero temperatures but I found that once out 
of the wind I started to overheat in it fairly quickly. I 
suspect that this is due to PU coating on the shell as 
well as the tightly woven fabric. The shell crackles 
too, which I think is also because of the coating. 
The garment is quite water-resistant, though not 
waterproof. I’d rather have more breathability. 
Warmth is equivalent to a heavyweight fl eece 
and windproof jacket combination so this is a 
good jacket in all but extreme cold. There’s no 
hood but the high collar is thick and warm. The 
lower pockets are just usable when wearing a 
hipbelt though the bottoms are cut off. The fi t is 
quite roomy with the medium easily fi tting over 
a lightweight fl eece. The weight is reasonable 
and the price low. I wouldn’t choose this for doing 
much walking in but for a jacket to chuck in the 
pack to wear at rest stops or in camp it’s fi ne.

 cost

 no hood, not that breathable

Fill Primaloft  Shell nylon  Hood no  Cuffs elasticated  
Hem drawcord  Pockets 2 lower, 1 chest  Sizes 
men S-XXL women 8-18 (Snonipa jacket)
skogstad.co.uk

Rohan 
Icepack 

 370 g (L)£ 125

Rohan’s synthetic insulated jacket offering 
is lightweight, quite breathable and 
comfortable. It’s my fi rst choice of the three 
synthetic jackets tested. It has thinner 
insulation in the sleeves, which helps keep the 
weight down and stops the arms overheating. 
I’ve worn it all day on very cold, very windy 
days in the Cairngorms and stayed warm. 
I haven’t overheated when sheltered from 
the wind either. The design is fairly standard 
with a few neat features. The inner pockets 
are made from stretch mesh and are very 
roomy, making them excellent for storing 
hats and gloves to keep them warm. The 
collar and lower pockets are fl eece-lined for 
comfort. As with many garments the lower 
pockets are just accessible when wearing 
a hipbelt though the bottoms are cut off. 
There’s no hood but the high collar is snug 
and warm. The large size is very roomy – 
I can easily wear it over a thick fl eece. 

 lightweight, price

 no hood

Fill Insuloft polyester  Shell polyamide  Hood 
no  Cuffs Velcro  Hem drawcord  Pockets 2 lower, 
2 inner  Sizes men S-XXL, women S-XL
rohan.co.uk

3 4 5
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PHD 
Hispar K Series

 560 g (M)£ 533

This is a phenomenal jacket. I’ve never before 
come across one anything like this warm at this 
low a weight. I’ve also never come across 1000 fi ll 
power down before. The Hispar K is designed for 
expeditions and to keep the wearer warm down 
to -25°C, which makes it rather over-specifi ed 
for most UK use unless you really, really feel the 
cold. The shell is water-resistant but the down 
isn’t hydrophobic – but then I can’t imagine 
wearing this in weather warm enough for it to 
rain. The design is excellent. The Velcro-closed 
hood is amazingly warm and the insulated pockets 
lie above a pack hipbelt. The Hispar K is longer 
than most insulated jackets too and has a waist 
drawcord as well as a hem one. There’s only one 
drawback to this marvellous jacket and that’s the 
cost. But if you want an incredibly warm jacket at 
the lowest possible weight this is the one.

 superb warmth, lightweight, hood, pockets

 very expensive

Fill 1000 fill power down  Shell Ultrashell  Hood 
zip-off, volume adjuster  Cuffs Velcro  Hem 
drawcord  Pockets 2 chest,  Sizes XS-XL
phdesigns.co.uk

Check for this

Pockets
Insulated hand warmer pockets 
are very useful in a warm garment. 
Pockets that can be accessed 
while wearing a pack hipbelt are 
the best if you plan on walking in 
a garment. Roomy pockets into 
which you can stuff hats and gloves 
when you’re not wearing them for 
short periods are worth having 
too – ones inside the garment 
are especially useful for this as 
hats and gloves will stay warm.

6

Columbia 
Platinum 860 TurboDown Hooded 

 590 g (L)£ 150

This is the heaviest jacket tested but also one 
of the warmest. It’s fi lled with two layers of 
insulation – Columbia’s Omni-Heat synthetic fi ll 
and down, with the latter on the outside. The inner 
layer is refl ective to add to the warmth – and to 
give a very bright sunshine refl ecting surface 
when you open the jacket. You could use it for 
signalling for help! This insulation proved warm 
enough for sitting round on the summit of Ben 
Macdui in freezing weather and a stiff breeze, as it 
should, given the weight of the jacket. The jacket is 
longer than most. The hood is warm but there are 
no drawcords so it does blow off in strong winds. 
The pockets are cut off by a hipbelt. Whilethe 
weight and bulk are high the cost is quite low 
for a jacket with down in it.  The large size is 
roomy on me and easily fi ts over a thick fl eece.

 cost, warmth

 weight, bulk, no hood adjustment

Fill 800 fill power down/Omni-Heat polyester  
Shell micro ripstop nylon/ reflective lining  Hood yes  
Cuffs elasticated  Hem drawcord  Pockets 2 
lower  Sizes men S-XXL, women XS-XL
columbiasportswear.co.uk

7
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Gear Insulated jackets

A SHOWER TEST
Water-repellent down, synthetic 
insulation and the new Primaloft 
down blend are all meant to work 
well in damp conditions and to dry 
quickly when wet. Just how water-
resistant are they though? And how 
do they compare? I’ve used all three 
in the rain and found they keep their 
loft well and dry fairly quickly. None 
are waterproof of course, unless 
they have a taped waterproof 
shell, so you’ll still get wet inside 
if you’re out in the rain for long. 

To do a rough comparison test 
I hung three jackets in turn in the 
shower and ran the water for ten 
minutes, ensuring that the whole 
garment, inside and out got wet. 
I weighed the jackets before and 
after the soaking to see how much 
moisture they held and then after 
six hours hanging in a dry room 
at a temperature of 15°C to see 
how quickly they were drying.

Before detailing my results 
here are my general fi ndings and 
conclusions. All three garments 
kept much of their loft and so 
would still keep you reasonably 
warm when wet. All three also 
dried fairly quickly – and would 

dry more quickly if worn as body 
heat would then help. Overall I’d 
be happy to wear any of these 
garments in wet conditions.

The three jackets were the 352 
gram Berghaus Furnace III fi lled 
with Hydrodown, the 448 gram 
Black Diamond Hot Forge Hoody 
fi lled with Primaloft Gold Down 
Blend and the 434 gram Rab Strata 
fi lled with Polartec Alpha synthetic 
insulation. The Furnace weighed 
650 grams  after the shower, the Hot 
Forge Hoody 1060 grams and the 
Strata 960 grams.  After six hours 
drying the Furnace weighed 375 
grams, the Hot Forge Hoody 560 
grams and the Strata 526 grams. 
The difference in water take-up and 
drying time is partly to do with the 
shell and lining fabrics but even so 
I was surprised by the results. I had 
assumed the down jacket would 
absorb the most water in relation 
to its weight and the synthetic 
jacket the least. I also assumed the 
synthetic jacket would dry fastest. 
I stress though that this was only 
one test of three specifi c garments. 
Overall though the Hydrodown 
performance is impressive.

Check for this

Shell Fabrics
Shells are usually made from tightly woven nylon 
or polyester fabrics as these are windproof, 
breathable and downproof. They dry fast too and 
can be quite water-resistant if they have a good 
DWR treatment. Pertex is the leading brand 
but there are other similar fabrics. They are all 
usually quite thin and so don’t have the tear or 
abrasion resistance needed for scrambling or 
bushwhacking. However they are mostly quite 
smooth so a shell can be worn over them without 
it binding and restricting movement.

Sherpa 
Nangpala

 444 g (L)£ 250

The Nangpala has the same fi ll as the Black 
Diamond Hot Forge Hoody and is also similar 
in design. It’s a touch lighter and £30 cheaper 
but has one design fl aw and that is the lack of 
a volume adjuster for the hood. Tighten the 
drawcords much and the hood drops down 
too far towards the eyes. Most of the time I 
haven’t found this a problem, especially when 
wearing the hood over a hat, but it can restrict 
your vision. The lower pockets are roomy but 
cut off by a hipbelt. Otherwise this jacket is 
warm, comfortable and quite breathable. The 
large size fi ts okay over a lightweight fl eece. 
I suspect the medium might be slightly tight.

 Primaloft down blend, hood

 no hood volume adjuster, handwarmer 
pockets under hipbelt

Fill Primaloft Gold Insulation Down Blend  
Shell micro-grid ripstop nylon  Hood yes  Cuffs 
elasticated  Hem drawcord  Pockets 2 lower, 1 
chest, 2 inner  Sizes men S-XXL, women XS-XL
sherpaadventuregear.co.uk
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Gear Top Fives

Insulated gilets
See The Great Outdoors February 
2015  for the full reviews

BEST BUY (DOWN)
Patagonia 
Ultralight Down Vest

£ 170 / 177g (L)
“The price is on the high side but 
the weight is extremely low, and 
the down is ethically sourced.”

RECOMMENDED
Mammut
Broad Peak Vest 

£ 130 / 298g (L)
“A comfortable, warm gilet 
fi lled with top quality down and 
with a windproof and shower 
resistant Pertex shell.”

RECOMMENDED
Craghoppers
CompressLite

£ 50 / 307g (M)
“Comfort is good and the fi ll, 
Craghoppers’ own, is quite soft 
and fl exible. The lowest cost tested 
and quite light for a synthetic fi ll.”

BEST BUY (SYNTHETIC)
Páramo
Torres Gilet Light

£ 85 / 325g (M)
“The soft lining lofts well and 
this vest is one of the warmer 
synthetic ones tested.”

LIGHTEST IN TEST (SYNTHETIC)

Sherpa
Gombu Vest

£ 90 / 284g (L)
“Warmth is about the same as a 
midweight fl eece. The price is a bit 
higher than some vests but that’s 
because of the premium fi ll.”

Go to tgomagazine.co.uk for hundreds more gear reviews

Waterproof jackets
See The Great Outdoors June 
2014  for the full reviews

BEST BUY
Montane
Further Faster Neo

£ 240 / 443g (M)
“This jacket is lightweight but 
the fabric is sturdy enough for 
year-round mountain use.”

RECOMMENDED
Rab
Newton

£ 200 / 375g (L)
“The Newton jacket is 
lightweight but the fabric still 
feels quite substantial.”

RECOMMENDED (FOR WINTER)

Páramo
Enduro

£ 350 / 849g (L)
“The fabric is extremely breathable 
and comfortable and can be 
reproofed time and time again.”

RECOMMENDED
Mountain Equipment 
Aeon

£ 160 / 350g (L)
“The best of the sub-£200 jackets. 
It’s lightweight, reasonably 
breathable and the design is OK.”

RECOMMENDED
Berghaus
Octane Storm Stretch

£ 160 / 309g
“The low weight makes it a good 
choice for summer, especially 
for multi-day backpacking.”

Waterproof jackets

Baselayers
See The Great Outdoors February 
2015  for the full reviews

BEST BUY
Arc’Teryx
Phase AR Zip Neck LS Men’s

£ 52 / 172g
“The wicking properties are 
genuinely impressive – it kept 
me dry on a long scrambling day.”

RECOMMENDED
Montane 
140g Zip Neck

£ 60 / 185g
“25% Polyester, 25 % PrimaLoft 
yarns and 50% merino wool: it 
happily balances the pros and cons 
of synthetic and merino layers.”

RECOMMENDED
Rab
MeCo 165 Hoodie

£ 80 / 292g
“It’s comfortable, wicks well 
and dries more quickly than 
a straight merino top.”

RECOMMENDED
Páramo
Men’s Grid Technic Baselayer

£ 50 / 222g
“It has a microgrid of heavier fabric, 
with lighter fabric on the borders 
meaning there’s space to insulate well 
when there’s something over the top.”

RECOMMENDED
LIGHTEST IN TEST
Falke
Longsleeved Shirt

£ 55 / 158g
“A seriously tight top and more 
effi cient for it. Good as part of 
a winter layering system.”

Overtrousers
See The Great Outdoors May 
2014  for the full reviews

BEST BUY
Mountain Hardwear
Stretch Plasmic

£ 120 / 362g
“Superb and suitable for all year-
round walking and backpacking. 
Some of the best I’ve ever tested.”

RECOMMENDED
Berghaus
Helevellyn

£ 100 / 388g
“For cold, stormy days when 
overtrousers would be worn all 
the time these are excellent.”

RECOMMENDED
Rab
Xiom

£ 100 / 250 (L)
“Lightweight and packs up small 
for carrying. The cut is reasonably 
roomy without being baggy.”

RECOMMENDED
Mountain Equipment
Firefox

£ 140 / 259g
“Active Shell is the most breathable 
Gore-Tex fabric so I wasn’t surprised 
these overtrousers stayed dry inside.”

RECOMMENDED
LIGHTEST IN TEST
Sherpa Khumjung

£ 100 / 220g
“Very light and a reasonable 
cost, these are my favourites 
of the sub-£100 garments.”
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Wild Walks
10 varied routes around the UK to enjoy this month

Two walks 
in the 
Arrochar Alps



 Beinn an Lochain, 
Arrochar Alps  SCOTLAND

7 km/4 miles/4 hours
Ascent 670m/2198ft1

A Hill with a View

OF ALL THE ARROCHAR ALPS, 
perhaps with the exception of � e 
Cobbler, Beinn an Lochain has 
the most mountain character with 
great crags, steep slopes and  an 
airy ridge. At 901-metres it stands 
only a few metres below the Munro 
line but Beinn an Lochain actually 
grants a far more interesting 
and picturesque route than 
many of its bigger neighbours.

Rising sharply above the Rest 
and Be � ankful, amidst the 
craggy mountain scenery of the 
Southern Highlands, a walk up 
Beinn an Lochain may be short 
but it is tough and rewarding. 

However the steepness of the 
slopes, particularly on the descent, 
means your knees will know all 
about it although some exceptional 
views will live long in the memory.

Tendrils of mist clung to the 
higher, bare slopes of Beinn an 
Lochain, concealing the summit, 
as I le�  the car park at the top 
of the Rest and Be � ankful. 
Walking past the rippled, dark 
waters of Loch Restil, and along 
the wonderfully named Bealach 
an Easain Dubh (the Pass of the 
Black Water) I was con� dent that 
the forecast would be correct 
and the cloud would li� .

Walked by
Keith Fergus

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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Glen Croe

Start/Finish
Rest and Be Thankful Car 
Park  GR: NN230073

1 From car park follow 
roadside verge N alongside 

A83, past Loch Restil, for 1.5km. 
Bear L at lay-by, cross the Easain 
Dubh. Boggy path heads NW 
towards clump of conifer trees. 
Short steady climb gains 
northeastern tip of Beinn 
an Lochain’s ridge.

2 Path curves left and 
rises SW. A little 

light scrambling at points 
as path climbs steadily to 
gain fl atter section at 
640-metre contour line.

3 Path takes obvious line to R 
of crags in turn sweeping 

L and climbing steeply to 750 
metres. Path follows line to L 
of steep crags up Beinn an 
Lochain’s eastern face 
to summit cairn.

4 Steps can be 
retraced back to 

A83. But to complete 
circular route descend 
steeply S to 800-metre 
contour line. Steep, 
rough, grassy slopes then 
drop SE through rocky 
outcrops towards conifer 
plantation. Head towards 
eastern corner then 
continue to B828. 5 Turn L and return 

to car park.

6
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Further information
Maps: Ordnance Survey 
1:50,000 Landranger Sheet 

56 (Loch Lomond & Inveraray). 
Transport: Regular Scotrail 
trains from Glasgow and 

Helensburgh to Arrochar. 
Citylink bus 926 from Glasgow 
and Campbeltown to Arrochar. 
Garelochhead Coaches service 
302 from Arrochar and 
Helensburgh to Rest and Be 
Thankful. (0871 200 2233, 
travelinescotland.com). 

i Information: Tourist 
Information Tarbet 

01301 702260.

Glen Kinglas and the 
Southern Highlands 
from Beinn an Lochain

Gaiters were applied as I 
le�  the road and crossed the 
fast-� owing Easain Dubh and 
shortly a� erwards I was climbing 
Beinn an Lochain’s rocky ridge. 
Almost immediately a stunning 
view opened up northeast along 
the length of Glen Kinglas.

Some light scrambling was 
required over short, slabby 
sections of rock but as I reached 
the 640-metre contour line 
the gradient eased and the 
panorama extended to the likes 
of Ben Lui and Ben Oss. By 
now the weather forecast had 
proved accurate and I could 
see Beinn an Lochain’s pointed 

summit rising sharply ahead.
� e crags ahead looked 

impenetrable but the path cut 
an obvious line to their right 
to gain another � atter section. 
Here I looked straight down 
into the cold blue waters of 
Loch Restil and down Glen 
Croe, framed by � e Cobbler, 
Ben Donich and � e Brack.

A � nal sharp pull 
culminated at the top where 
the marvellous panorama 
extended to the Arrochar Alps, 
the Cruachan Massif and the 
Glen Etive mountains.

I then dropped down 
steep grassy slopes, in what is 

known in hillwalking parlance 
as a ‘knee-trembler’. It was 
tough going with every step 
carefully measured and my full 
concentration was required. But 
regular pit-stops were taken at 
which point I would revel in the 
superb view along Glen Croe 
and of the Arrochar Alps.

It was well over an hour before 
I gained the � at, tarmaced relief 
of the B828 and a short walk back 
to the start. Beinn an Lochain 
had again granted a wonderful 
mountain tramp although those 
creaky knees took a few days 
to get back to normal.  
Words & Pictures: Keith Fergus

Beinn Ime and 
Beinn Luibhean
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Arrochar Alps  SCOTLAND

Walked by
Keith Fergus

An Arrochar 
Alps Assault

FOR THOSE, LIKE ME, living 
within Scotland’s Central Belt 
the Arrochar Alps o� er ideal 
winter hillwalking. � eir ease 
of access, along with a diversity 
of superb routes, makes 
them enduringly popular.

However an assault over several 
of these magni� cent hills is a 
di� erent matter. Our aim on this 
wintry March day was to climb 
� e Cobbler, Ben Narnain, Ben 
Ime, Ben Vane and Ben Vorlich; 
one Corbett, four Munros, over 
fourteen miles and 8,000 feet 
of ascent (plus a couple of short 
bus journeys) is a huge day in 
anybody’s hillwalking book but 
an incredibly rewarding one.

Start
Succoth Car Park, Arrochar  
GR: NN295049

1 From Succoth car park, 
cross A83, climb path 

through Argyll Forest Park. 
At junction with forest track go 
straight on. Path continues NW 
above tree-line then R of Allt a’ 
Bhalachain. Steady ascent 
passes Narnain Boulders. 
After another 300m bear L, 
follow path, soon climbing 
steeply onto The Cobbler. 

2 Descend N to Bealach a’ 
Mhaim. Straightforward, 

steady ascent E reaches summit of 
Beinn Narnain. Drop back to 
Bealach a’ Mhaim then after 
crossing boggy ground follow 
path N then NW onto Beinn Ime.

23 km/14 miles/10 hours
Ascent 2586m/8484ft2

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 From top descend path then 
grassy slopes N towards 

Glas Bhealach then head NE, 
crossing burn en route to high 
bealach near Lag Uaine. Pathless 
ascent NE then E up steep slopes 
gains top of Ben Vane.

4 Good, at times eroded 
and exposed path 

descends SE from Ben Vane. 
Flat boggy ground covered to 
gain track near Coiregrogain. 
Turn L then L again at junction 
onto Loch Sloy road.

5 After approximately 1.5km, 
near Loch Sloy, take indistinct 

path on R. Climb very steep western 
slopes of Ben Vorlich. Path becomes 
more obvious as it climbs to ridge. 
Follow this NW to Ben Vorlich.

Finish
Ardlui  GR: NN317155

6 Descend rugged ridge N then NE above 
Coire Creagach to col just S of Stob nan 

Coinnich Bhacain. Descend steep slopes E then 
NE along narrow path towards Ardlui. Just before 
cottage at Garristuck take road underneath 
railway bridge, turn L onto A82 for Ardlui Hotel. 
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It would be a long day and, 
because of the shortish daylight hours 
of March, an early start was required. 
� erefore dawn saw us leaving the 
car park at Succoth and immediately 
beginning the steady climb towards 
� e Cobbler’s renowned pro� le.

A� er a quick stop beside the 
mammoth Narnain Boulders a sti�  
rise led us onto � e Cobbler’s icy 
top. Verglas coated the exposed 
summit meaning threading the 
notorious ‘eye of the needle’ was for 
another day. Cloud swirled around 
our heads but Loch Long and Ben 
Lomond were spotted, if only brie� y.

A� er descending to the 
Bealach a’ Mhaim a steady pull 
led onto Beinn Narnain (where 
we were treated to a � ne view of 
� e Cobbler) before a long ascent 
gained Beinn Ime’s 1011-metre 

Further information
Maps: Ordnance Survey 
1:50,000 Landranger Sheet 

56 (Loch Lomond & Inveraray).
Transport: Bus 926 from 
Glasgow to Succoth. Bus 

916 from Ardlui to Tarbet, then 
bus 318 from Tarbet to Succoth. 
(0871 200 2233, 
travelinescotland.com). 

i Information: Tourist 
Information Tarbet 

01301 702260.

Loch Sloy and Ben 
Vorlich from Ben Vane

The summit of The Cobbler

summit, the highest point of 
our route. Here we looked back 
across a light dusting of snow to 
Beinn Narnain’s shapely outline 
and the long ridge of A’Chrois.

So far the majority of the walk 
had followed good paths but now 
we had to keep an eye on the map 
as we descended steep grassy 
slopes to a bealach below our third 
Munro of Ben Vane. Another steep 
climb had the thighs working 
overtime but the exertion kept 
us warm against a cold wind.

Nevertheless the sun peeked 
out when we reached Ben Vane 
and provided a marvellous outlook 
across Loch Sloy to our � nal 
mountain of the day, Ben Vorlich.

Like many walkers I � nd 
going down trickier on the knees 
than going up and although the 
descent from Ben Vane was on a 
good path it was steep and hard 
work. However this was nothing 
compared to the relentlessly sharp 
ascent onto Ben Vorlich and it was 
two weary walkers that topped 

out nursing burning thighs.
As the light began to fade 

and the temperature dropped 
we quickly ate our last sandwich 
before taking the rough ground 
over Coire Creagach down to 
Ardlui on Loch Lomondside.

Mercifully we just had enough 
time for a pint beside the Ardlui 
Hotel’s warm � re before catching 
our bus back to Arrochar and the 
end of an arduous but wonderful 
day on the Arrochar Alps.  
Words & Pictures: Keith Fergus
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Sguman Coinntich and Faochaig 
Northwest Highlands  SCOTLAND

Walked by
Alan Rowan

A Long Day

GLEN ELCHAIG PROVIDES a back 
route into the big Benula Munros 
but it is also the approach to a 
wonderful series of Corbetts and 
Grahams and a popular starting 
point for those wanting to see the 
Falls of Glomach. � e minor road 
in from Dornie ends about 7km 
in at Killilan where there is good 
parking for around a dozen cars. 

If you prefer to cycle, the small 
hostel at Camas-luinie – fresh 
eggs for breakfast – is a good 
base for a few days’ exploration.

Ben Killilan and Sguman 
Coinntich make a � ne short circuit 
from the roadend, but I was aiming 
for bigger things, Coinntich and its 
neighbouring Corbett of Faochaig, 
which is about 6km away. It’s a big 

day for deep snow but with an early 
start and a track walk out it didn’t 
seem too ambitious.

I had arrived around 4am on 
a freezing winter’s morning, and 
a� er a couple of hours’ rest in 
the car set o�  along the tarred 
road. As I approached the main 
house, I saw a solitary black goat 
standing on the frost-covered 

Start/Finish
Car park on road to Killilan 
GR: NG940303

1 Start from parking area at 
end of public road to Killilan. 

Just before the house take path E 
which soon joins track up side of 
Allt a’ Choire Mhoir.

2 As the angle of the 
track starts to ease, 

cross the stream and head 
SE for rough slopes of 
Sguman Coinntich. 

21½ km/13½ miles/9 hours
Ascent 1250m/4075ft 33

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 Once on the ridge, 
head E to summit 

cairn and trig point.

4 Leave summit and head on a 
curving line E round Coire 

Shlat until you reach the top of 
Sron a’ Gaoithe (725m).

5 Descend E again for 
about 1km then turn N 

to reach the summit cairn of 
Faochaig, which sits on a 
boulder outcrop.

6 Descend S over easy 
ground, picking up a 

good path which follows the 
waters of the Allt Domhain.

7 Lower down the glen 
deepens as the path 

leads down to the buildings 
at Carnach on the edge of 
Loch na Leitreach.

8 Follow the track as it 
sweeps W then N for 

11km back to the start.
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front lawn. I never got to test its 
credentials as a guardgoat however 
as I cut o�  up the path to the le� . 
� is follows the side of the stream 
through mixed vegetation until it 
reaches open ground and becomes 
a rock-strewn track along the side 
of Ben Killilan.

I had only been going around 
30 minutes but already the deep 
powder snow was kicking in. With 
the ground levelling o�  a bit, I 
crossed the stream and headed 
for Sguman Coinntich. It’s not 
a big or di�  cult climb on to the 
ridge but the intervening ground 
was holding lots of snow and it 
was slow going. � e contrast in 
colours from the summit was 

Further information
Maps: Ordnance Survey 
1:50,000 Landranger 

sheet 25 (Glen Carron 
& Glen Affric)

Transport: Bus services 
to Skye via Dornie at 

citylink.co.uk/timetables (Killilan 
is 7km away, no public transport). 

i Information: Glenshiel 
Tourist Information 

Centre 01599 511264

The summit of Sguman 
Coinntich, with the Black 
Cuillin on the horizon

stark, everything above 300 
metres coated white while below 
the water sparkled blue and the 
late autumnal shades of the � ora 
jostled for priority. You could pick 
out every peak from the Cuillin 
on the clear horizon.

� e route onwards to Faochaig 
involves a lot of work, but in clear 
weather it is obvious. � e views 
down into the wild, northern 
corries keep you occupied as you 
weave through a series of knolls and 
crags and one small intervening top. 
� e � nal push up to the summit is 
simple but again the o� en thigh-
deep snow made it seem much 
harder. O�  to the north-west there’s 
another summit just a couple of 
metres lower and it is worth a visit, 
especially for top collectors.

� e descent south soon picks 
up a good path which, in its latter 
stages, slaloms its way down a 
steep wooded section where there 
were deer foraging for titbits, and 
then comes out on the track near 
the shores of Loch na Leitreach at 
Carnach. I hadn’t seen a soul all 
day but here I met a few parties, all 
heading to the Falls of Glomach. 
Now there was only the small 
matter of an 11km track walk 
back to the start.  
Words & Pictures: Alan Rowan

Late sun on descent to Loch na Leitreach

View from Faochaig back 
to Sguman Coinntich
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Steel Fell, Lake District  ENGLAND

Walked by
Vivienne Crow

A Lonely Fell

I’VE CLIMBED STEEL FELL several 
times, but I’ve never yet seen any 
other walkers on it – not even 
on a sunny summer’s day. Its 
southern ridge makes for a superb 
approach, mostly on grass but with 
occasional rocky outcrops to add 
to the interest; and it culminates 
in a rather satisfying view to the 
north. It’s a steep ascent, but not 

excessively so; and the top is only 
553m above sea level, not exactly 
a major undertaking. So why the 
absence of walkers on a fell so close 
to Grasmere? I’m ba�  ed.

� e last time I was up on Steel 
Fell was no exception. It was an 
idyllic spring day with little black 
Herdwick lambs keeping close to 
their mothers as they grazed among 

the young green bracken fronds – 
the time of year when bracken still 
looks perfectly benign, with no hint 
of the sti� ing monster to come. It 
was warm, there really wasn’t a cloud 
in the sky, and yet it was just me, the 
sheep and an occasional skylark. 

I bounded up the ridge, singing 
away at the top of my voice when 
the incline would allow, getting 

Start/Finish
Layby set back from road 
on eastern side of A591, 1.3 
miles south of Dunmail Raise  
GR: NY335096

1 Walk uphill beside A591. 
Take fi rst road on L. 

Immediately after crossing 
bridge, turn R up lane.

2 Go through gate at top and 
bear R at fork. Path makes 

its way up Steel Fell’s ridge to 
reach fencepost sticking out of 
small cairn. Turn L to cross to 
larger cairn marking true 
summit.

12 km/7½ miles/4-5 hours
Ascent 620m/2035ft4

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 Descend beside fence on R. When 
this makes sharp right turn, head W 

along faint path. Pass to R of rocky knoll 
and to L of small, shallow tarns. Path less 
obvious beyond tarns. Head WSW over 
fl at, damp area. Path becomes clearer as it 
climbs again (SSW) to cairn on Calf Crag.

4 Turn R (NNW at fi rst, 
quickly swinging W). 5 At path junction 

marked by cairn, 
turn L into Far Easedale. 

6 About 2.5km into 
the valley, cross 

footbridge. At track 
junction, keep straight 
ahead – towards Grasmere. 
Go through gate, down lane 
and then swing L along road.

7 Take fi rst road 
on L. Turn R at 

T-junction. Turn L 
at main road to 
return to layby.
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louder and louder as I gained 
height and more and more fells 
appeared to the west. I thought 
I still had some way to go to the 
summit cairn, and was surprised 
when, a� er what seemed like just 
a few minutes a� er leaving the 
valley � oor, I was greeted by my 
� rst, glorious view to the north: the 
dark blue of � irlmere below with 
Skiddaw and Blencathra sitting 
either side of it in the distance. 

Beyond the summit is some 
wild, lonely country at the head 
of Greenburn – an area of o� en 
boggy ground that is enlivened 
by the presence of a couple of 
sparkling tarns. Maybe it’s this 
that puts walkers o� : it can be a 
bit unpleasant a� er particularly 
wet weather and navigation can 

Further information
Maps: OS 1:25,000 
Explorer sheets OL4, OL5 

and OL7 (all three are required); 
or OS Landranger sheet 90; or 
Harvey Superwalker 1:25,000 
map Lakeland Central

Transport: Bus 555. 
Traveline 0871 2002223   

i Information: Ambleside 
Tourist Information Centre, 

01539 432582  

The junction of paths at 
the top of Far Easedale

be a problem if the cloud’s down, 
but it’s great to be up here on a 
sunny day when you know that all 
around you, the rest of the fells are 
teeming with people. 

Only when I reached the 537m 
Calf Crag did I encounter other 
humans – � rst an enthusiastic 
Australian woman, three days into 
Wainwright’s Coast to Coast route 
and loving it; then three North 
Americans who seemed to be 
lost, but declined my o� er of help. 
Leaving the backpackers on the 
high ground, I dropped into Far 
Easedale. I’d not walked the entire 
length of this valley since coming 
through on the Coast-to-Coast 
myself more than 20 years ago, 
long before I moved to Cumbria 
and the fells became my second 
home. It had made little impression 
on me back then – maybe I’d been 
distracted by the weight of my pack 
as I’d neared the end of another 
hard day’s walking – but on this 
occasion I took my time, savouring 
the detail: the steep ramparts of 
Broadstone Head and Ferngill 
Crag; tributary becks winding 
down through dark, steep-sided 
ravines; gentle cascades, tempting 
pools and large boulders. � ese are 
the � ner features of the fells: ones 
I’d paid little attention to when 
I was in my early 20s.  
Words & Pictures: Vivienne Crow

Small beck feeding 
into Far Easedale
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Kilnsey Moor and Mastiles, Yorkshire Dales  ENGLAND

Walked by
Ian Battersby

Blankets of cloud and snow

UNPROMISING ISN’T A WORD 
that springs to most minds that 
enter the Dales via the portal of 
Kilnsey, but I was here to hunt 
down those � rst alluring rays of 
mounting sun skimming over 
Nook and Kelber to paint the 
magni� cent overhang of Kilnsey 
Crag with gold. Instead a dreary 
vastness of grey cloud � ltered out 

the colour I craved, and � attened 
dale into monotonous plain. A� er 
stu�  ng redundant camera away, 
I took o�  to wander the snows, 
which always bring novel wildness 
to the land. Occasional hints of 
orange teased through � eeting 
� aws, cruel gestures of what might 
have been, but blanketed pastures 
sprinkled with barns and dissected 

by a super� uity of limestone walls 
became an agreeable consolation. 

As well as views of the breath-
taking cli�  across the widening 
vale the Dales Way below New 
Close Allotments delivers an 
enviable outlook toward Knipe 
Scar, which split the valley in two 
at the icy union of the Skirfare 
and the Wharfe. � e limestone 

Start/Finish
Kettlewell  GR: SD969722

1 Minor lane SSE leaving 
Kettlewell with river on 

your right. After 1.5km take 
Dales Way SE turning SSE to 
junction with bridleway and 
path (3km). 

2 Path SW to 
Conistone. 

Lane W to main 
road. N to Kilnsey.

27 km/16 miles/8-9 hours
Ascent 840m/2750ft55

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 Take Mastiles Lane WSW 
climbing past Kilnsey 

Moor to Mastiles and the 
Roman camp. Path NW 1km. 

4 Bridleway Generally 
NE climbing past 

High Mark and 
descending Cote Gill 
to Hawkswick Cote.

5 Lanes zig zagging E to 
Hawkswick. Path climbing 

NE then E to Knipe Scar, then 
turning N for road into Kettlewell.
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protrusion of Coniston Pie proved 
a convenient parking place on 
which to settle and absorb, while 
hugging a steaming mug.

� e � nest route to Conistone 
ducks down Dib, following a bed 
abandoned by brook. It wriggles 
through a con� ning limestone 
gorge, where deep snow forced 
beads of perspiration onto my 
brow despite the declining 
gradient. Now locked in the valley 
I approached the crag, jilted by lens 
and climber of overhang. It swells 
up from its grassy perch, bursting 
with resolve. I could almost feel the 
grinding of the glacier that � lled 
the dale that met its match here.

Rather than trudge tarmac now 
I climbed deeper into winter at 
Kilnsey Moor via Mastiles Lane. 
� is ancient way began with the 

Further information
Maps: Ordnance Survey 
1:50,000 Landranger 

sheet 98 (Wensleydale & 
Upper Wharfedale)

Transport: Buses from 
Skipton and Ilkley railway 

stations; information from 
prideofthedales.co.uk, 
01756753123 

i Information: Grassington, 
01756 752774

Sunset at Clapham High Mark

lengthy Roman campaign against 
the Brigantes. A� er the Romans 
came Cistercian monks who shi� ed 
sheep along it, destined for the 
lucrative woollen trade. With the 
dissolution of the monasteries 
Mastiles was adopted by cattle 
drovers to bring their stock to 
market. But now they’ve gone it’s 
le�  to the likes of the odd gru�  
farmer, mountain bike fanatic or 
lunatic (depending upon direction), 
and bedraggled readers of TGO 
(independent of direction). It li� ed 
me steadily into a sky which now 
revealed tears of blue through 
which sunbeams swept the grey 
� oor clean. By the time I’d reached 
the invisible Roman camp the cloud 
had melted into blue oblivion. In 
winter this rarely lasts long. If it’s 
not the approach of another front 
it’s the closing cloak of night.

I hurried on through collapsing 
crusts to gain high ground for 
sunset. Gates and walls peeped 
through deep dri� s highlighted 
in orange then rose. I watched the 
western sky dim before slipping 
into the shadows of Littondale. 
Flat light here hid its smooth dips 
and bumps, and though I raced 
the night it beat me to the valley 
� oor. � ankfully Knipe Scar holds 
a good path, which took me kindly 
by the arm to Kettlewell, beneath 
a ceiling of stars.  
Words & Pictures: Ian Battersby

Rabbit footprints at buried gate

Great Whernside at dusk
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Bredon Hill, Worcestershire  ENGLAND

Walked by
Roger Butler

An Oolitic outlier

GUARDING THE VALE OF 
Evesham, Bredon Hill rises like 
a wedge of cheese sandwiched 
between the Cotswolds and 
the distant Malverns. � is airy 
outlier of Oolitic limestone looks 
towards the misty horizons of 
Herefordshire and sits high above 
the villages dotted around its 
sleepy circumference. 

An array of black and white 
cottages, complete with twisted 
gables and mossy thatched roofs, 
lined my way out of Elmley Castle, 
where trickling roadside streams 
made this feel like a little piece of 
undiscovered England. Metre-high 
horsetails, resembling something 
le�  over from Cretaceous times, 
� lled a ditch and the chatter of 

� nches accompanied me up the 
narrow lane. A fellow walker 
cursed the clouds and we both 
wondered what had happened to 
the forecast which had con� dently 
predicted frosty blue skies.

� ere was a chill wind above the 
woods, where steep hummocky 
pasture contained isolated craggy 
trees. � is was classic green 

Start/Finish
Elmley Castle GR: SO983413

1 Turn L up lane at top of Elmley 
Castle’s main street (by pub) 

and take fi rst path on left through 
fi eld. Rejoin lane and turn L uphill 
to meet sunken lane.

2 Continue up track and fork R 
to walk through gap in woods. 

Turn uphill beyond trees to climb 
slopes up to horizon (choice of 
paths). At wall turn R towards 
small tower on skyline.

17 km/11 miles/5 hours
Ascent 520 m/1720 ft66

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 From summit 
walk SW by 

wall along top of 
escarpment and after 
800m take path on R. 
Pass barn (known as 
Sundial Farm), after 
300m turn L, after 
another 300m turn 
R and continue on 
track for 900m.

4 Turn R down narrow 
path and continue S 

alongside Overbury Wood.

5 At foot of path continue downhill 
on lane for 150m then turn L up 

lane. At right angle bend turn L up 
track and after 150m take track on R. 
Continue to barn, cross stile and walk 
SE down slopes to Grafton. 

6 Go through hamlet and take track uphill by bend in lane. Turn 
R through old orchard and follow paths and tracks upslope of 

Ashton under Hill. Take fi rst path on L to ascend back onto hill. 
Walk NW, crossing stile, to reach gate in wall at top of slope. 
Continue NW, by wall, for almost 2km to reach wood. 

7 Take bridleway 
heading NE 

through wood and 
leading downhill 
back to start.
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woodpecker territory and it wasn’t 
long before a ya�  e echoed across 
the hillside. A damp path rose 
sharply to a stone wall where I 
turned west across open grassland 
and through an old hill fort to 
reach the top, capped by a squat 
18th century stone tower known as 
Parson’s Folly. Like a knobbly rind 
on that wedge of cheese, the land 
falls, almost vertically at � rst, in 
a great bumpy amphitheatre that 
dips towards the River Avon.

Below, in a sheltered dip, lay 
the elephant stone. No matter 
which angle you look at it from, 
this weathered outcrop looks like 
Dumbo. Trunk, ears, legs and 
a stolid backside have all been 
naturally sculpted and, best of 

Further information
Maps: OS 1:25,000 
Explorer sheet 190 

(Malvern Hills and Bredon Hill)
Transport: Nearest rail 
station Evesham. 

Wychavon Hopper bus (nos 564 
and 565) links Evesham with 
Elmley Castle – details at 
worcestershirebus.info 

i Information: Evesham TIC, 
01386 446944

View across the slopes which dip 
north west from the summit. Part of 

the grassland below the escarpment 
is a National Nature Reserve

all, children can clamber onto its 
back for a celebratory summit 
photo. On the bank behind the 
elephant, there’s a local custom to 
rearrange some loose stones into a 
few temporary words. Last time I 
was here someone had asked Jane 
to marry them, while today I read 
that Henry and Hayley had been 
recent visitors. 

Wispy beech trees and tall pines 
lined the path running along the 
top of the escarpment. � ere are 
a few farm tracks up here, but the 
whole of Bredon Hill is an elevated 
tra�  c-free plateau, and I turned 
south east to wander over paths 
below wide open skies. Dropping 
down into the little orchards 
at Gra� on, pollarded willows 
and trees that seemed to consist 
entirely of mistletoe showed 
that this was de� nitely the more 
sheltered side of the hill.

A broad ridge took me upwards 
once more where, overlooking 
a series of undulating  slopes, I 
continued along the eastern crest 
before following a slippery path 
back down to Elmley Castle. 
� is ran below bracken terraces 
which mark the site of another old 
forti� cation. � ere was still no sign 
of sunshine, but I went home with 
the � rst rosy cheeks of winter.  
Words & Pictures: Roger Butler

The distinctive elephant rock, 
located in a grassy dip just 
below the top of Bredon Hill

View south east from above Grafton 
looking towards Dumbleton Hill with the 
Cotswold escarpment in the background
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Cotswold Hills, Gloucestershire  ENGLAND

Wind and snow on the Cotswold Way

DEEP SNOW, BITING WINDS 
and a pair of glowing cheeks 
were accompanied by fast moving 
clouds which le�  pockets of deep 
blue sunshine that were fully 
appreciated by my polarising � lter. 
� roughout the day I only met two 
other folk and it was great to feel 
winter’s raw elements. So where 
was I? Snowdonia, the Lakes, 

maybe the Peak District? No – the 
Cotswolds, where, despite a few 
picturesque honeypots, it’s quite 
easy to plan sharply undulating 
hikes which wholly avoid the 
cottages and the coach tours. � is 
is particularly the case in winter 
when large chunks of our largest 
Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty sit still, empty and silent. 

Treacherous roads meant I had 
to leave the car some distance from 
Broadway Tower, but once there I 
was soon looking west towards the 
Malverns before taking the Cotswold 
Way down into the Snowshill valley. 
I easily by-passed the chocolate box 
village of Broadway and climbed 
onto a broad ridge where the full 
north eastern blast literally blew 

Start/Finish
Broadway Tower 
(parking available),  
GR: SP114363

1 From Broadway 
Tower take the 

Cotswold Way (signed) 
NW to descend towards 
Broadway village. 

16 km/10 miles/5½ hours
Ascent 550 m/1800 ft7

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level

0 km 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

375
250
125

0

3 Turn R through gate by untidy 
farmyard and continue 

upwards, W then broadly S, to 
reach Shenberrow Hill. 

4  Descend Cotswold Way 
to Stanton, then after a 

few houses take fi rst path on 
R. Walk for 1.5km to reach 
bridleway above Laverton. 

5 Turn R and climb steep path to 
rejoin Cotswold Way. Turn L, 

then take second path on R. Drop 
down to lane, turn L, after short 
distance take path on R. 

Walked by
Roger Butler

2 When Cotswold Way veers 
N continue W to cross lane. 

Shortly after cross another lane 
to rejoin Cotswold Way. Climb 
through fi elds and woods to reach 
track, then walk S for 1km. 

6 Climb and turn 
R after ½ mile. 

Pass isolated cottage, 
then turn L uphill on 
track to return to 
Broadway Tower.
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me along the track. A parliament 
of rooks huddled down against the 
wind and I was tempted to ask if I 
could join them.

Today was all about patterns 
and textures. Leaves in the snow, 
frost on the teasels and low sun 
accentuating some distinctive 
ridge and furrow. Snow-capped 
crab apples hung like Christmas 
decorations and paths snaking 
up the dazzling white hillsides 
resembled giant earthworms. Next 
time, I must remember to carry a 
guide to animal tracks and trails. 
While I’ve learnt to recognise the 
hare and the fox, countless others 

Further information
Maps: OS Explorer OL45 
The Cotswolds
Transport: Nearest station: 
Moreton in Marsh. Buses 

link Moreton in Marsh with 
Stratford on Avon and call by 
Broadway Tower: call 
01564 797000 for details 
or johnsonscoaches.co.uk 

i Information: Broadway 
Tourist Information 

01386 852937

View east to Broadway 
Tower, taken above Buckland 
Wood on the Cotswold Way

had le�  their mark in the snow and 
it would have been nice to know 
who might have been about earlier 
in the day. My � rst brambling for 
twenty years was another sign that 
winter had well and truly arrived. 

At Shenberrow Hill I dropped 
into a steep narrow valley and, 
through increasing snow � urries, 
descended to Stanton. From here 
I contoured north to Laverton, 
where a large landslip showed 
that these hills still have some 
settling down to do. Bredon Hill, 
a Cotswold outlier and guardian 
of the Vale of Evesham, had now 
disappeared in mist as I ascended 
back up onto the Cotswold Way. 

It was getting quite dark now, 
and I de� nitely jumped a foot 
or two when some deer crashed 
through nearby undergrowth. 
Broadway Tower, the second 
highest point in the Cotswolds, 
caught a last glimmer of evening 
light and was now my guiding 
beacon. I followed a sunken track 
which climbed swi� ly back onto 
higher ground, where once again 
the wind and the snow gave me a 
good bu� eting. Don’t let anyone 
tell you that you can’t have a decent 
walk in the Cotswolds.  
Words & Pictures: Roger Butler

Looking west from Shenberrow Hill 
towards Cleeve Hill (on the far left)

The bulk of isolated Bredon 
Hill seen from Shenberrow 
Hill on the Cotswold Way
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Faversham to Herne Bay, Kent  ENGLAND

Walked by
Daniel Neilson

Along the North Kent Coast 

I’LL BE HONEST, I hadn’t expected 
to be quite so surprised with this 
part of the North Kent Coast. 
In my mind it was a little bleak, 
a little windswept, a little Great 
Expectations. In reality, it was 
a glorious stretch of coastline, 
� zzing with birdlife, huge wide 
skies, long views and very few 
people between the towns. 

I started out in Faversham, 
a town dominated by Shepherd 
Neame, one of the country’s 
oldest breweries. Almost o�  the 
train, smell of the malt in the 
morning or the aroma of East 

Kent Goldings hops, grown not 
too far away, is immediate. 

Faversham is a quiet little 
town, and its heritage of brewing 
(and gunpowder) is apparent. 
Its � shing past is also apparent. 
I started in the town centre and 
joined the Saxon Shore Way on 
the east side of Faversham Creek 
(another option is to head west 
towards the Isle of Sheppy). My 
aim was to walk to Herne Bay and 
hop on one of the twice-hourly 
trains back to Faversham. 

� e Saxon Shore Way is 
a 262-km (163-mile) long 

distance path from Gravesend 
to Hastings, taking in some 
Roman forti� cations and past 
where both the Romans and 
Saxons landed in Britain. 

I walked out among the boats 
and dry docks – a fascinating mile 
of intrigue. � ere were pleasure 
boats and � shing boats, and a 
handful of houseboats. I dreamed 
of an idyllic life, and then as I 
headed into the marshes under a 
almost cloudless blue sky � gured 
my lot wasn’t too bad. I’m no 
birdwatcher, but I could spot a 
couple of marsh harriers and 

Start
Faversham Train Station  
GR: TR015609

1 From Faversham Train 
Station, turn L and then R 

down Preston Street, then L down 
Market Street, and right along 
Market Place/Court Street. 
L onto Quay Lane and R on 
Belvedere Road to the end. Pick 
up the footpath NE through the 
boatyard to the iron bridge at 
Iron Wharf Boat Yard. 

2 Cross the bridge and pick 
up the Saxon Shore Way 

(SSW) NE. At a narrow road, turn 
NW past the house and onto 
around Nagden Marshes 
and E to the Sportsman. 

23 km/14 miles/5 hours
Ascent Negligible88

3 Continue E along the 
seawall past Seasalter, 

and then up to Whitstable 
Harbour. 

4 Still on the SSW head past 
Swalecliffe to the pier at 

Herne Bay (continue E for Reculver 
Tower). Turn R onto Station Road 
for the train station. 

Finish
Herne Bay Train Station  
GR: TR171674
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skylarks. I was walking, completely 
alone, through the South Swale 
Nature Reserve and SSSI known 
for its wildfowl and waders. If 
you’re a redshank, the combination 
of marshland and sand� ats is a 
pretty appealing place. Not bad 
for a human either. � e skies were 
vast, the sea was blue and a sliver 

Further information
Maps: OS Landranger 
1:50,000 Landranger 

sheet 179 (Canterbury 
& East Kent)

Transport: Train to 
Faversham and Herne Bay 

i Information: Fleur de 
Lis Heritage Centre, 

Faversham, 01795 534542

Sea wall  protecting Graveney Marshes

of land in the horizons added 
the mildest of texture. � is is 
country to wonder and ponder. 

Seasalter – surely one of the 
most evocative place names – is 
the � rst town (and home to the 
particularly good Sportsman 
restaurant). And then past the 
colourful, and chi-chi, beach 
huts of Whitstable (with a brief 
break in one of the great pubs 
here) I headed on to Herne Bay 
and jumped on the 15-minute 
train back to Faversham. If you’ve 
another hour, walk on to Reculver 
Tower and the Roman Fort.

It was a walk to two halves 
– the emptiness and solitude 
of the marshes and then the 
promenades of the towns. Next 
time, I’ll go west – but once I’ve 
re-read Great Expectations.  
Words & Pictures: Daniel Neilson

Low tide near Nagden Marshes
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The Black Mountains, Brecon Beacons  WALES

Finding Britain’s 
most southerly 
bothy
MY FRIENDS HAVEN’T QUITE GOT 
the hiking bug I have and it’s hard 
to persuade them to join me on a 
trip at the best of times, let alone 
an overnight one in midwinter. 
To snare them this time I needed 
to pull out all the stops. I promised 
masses of sandwiches, some form 
of alcohol to warm their bellies – 
normally works – and the clincher, 
a stay in a bothy.

With two recruited we headed 
to the Black Mountains, a range 
on the eastern edge of the Brecon 
Beacons National Park, but split 
from it by the River Wye. Setting 
o�  from the valley tucked village 
of Llanbedr, we rose through 
the � elds and woodland above 
until we reached a dry stone 
wall marking the end of green 
cultivated land and the beginning 
of heather topped wilderness. 

Following the Beacons Way to 
the cairn on Crug Mawr, the range 
was revealed in its entirety; four 

Start/Finish
Church in Llanbedr  
GR: SO239203

1 Facing church turn R 
following road to footpath 

on R. Cross bridge, go over stile 
and uphill keeping L when path 
forks. Cross road and follow path 
through fi elds. Bend L uphill behind 
house and follow track L eventually 
crossing gateway into upland.

2 Path joins Beacons Way (you can follow 
signposting until stage 3). Follow path R 

uphill to cairn on Crug Mawr. Descend on path 
E. Follow signposting to Partrishow church and 
continue behind it going through fi elds and the 
hamlet. Follow road over bridge and continue 
L uphill on track N. When reaching upland 
continue N between woodland and enclosure. 
Follow Beacons Way N for 2.5km to pile of 
stones on Bal Bach. Ignore Beacons Way 
path R and turn L on path downhill W.

34 km/21 miles/9-10 hours
Ascent 1260m/4134ft99

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3 Descend with path NW 
around Bal Mawr. Follow 

edge of woodland. When path 
wheels uphill climb stile into 
forestry. Join track and zigzag with 
it downhill until joining a rocky 
path. Continue R with it, heading N 
uphill through valley to reservoir.

4 Bothy is located on the N end 
of reservoir, low on E bank.

5 Leaving bothy, 
head back to 

reservoir dam and 
cross it. Head SW 
between fence posts 
and sharply uphill to 
path on ridge top. On it 
turn L. Follow S on hilltop 
roughly 7km until rejoining 
the path from stage 1, 
below Crug Mawr.

6 Retrace stage 1 route from 
Crug Mawr back to Llanbedr.

Walked by
Will Renwick
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long mountains laid out ahead 
like the � ngers on a hand, their 
tops running for miles on end. 
� e valleys below were so tightly 
tucked that, without a map, what 
lay in-between the mountains was 
le�  to the imagination. Hidden 
in the � rst valley we plunged we 
found Partrishow’s little church. 
We poked our heads through the 
door only to be drawn in by its 
dramatic interior. A rood screen 
seemed to take up the whole inside 
and at the back loomed a terrifying 
depiction of Doom – an eight foot 

Further information
Maps: OS Explorer OL13 
(Brecon Beacons National 

Park – Eastern area); Landranger 
161 (The Black Mountains)

Transport: Trains to 
Abergavenny; X43 bus 

from Abergavenny to Brecon via 
Crickhowell. One bus (T49) runs 
from Crickhowell to Llanbedr on 
a Tuesday though it takes less 
than an hour to walk along the 
lane to it. traveline-cymru.info 

i Information: Crickhowell, 
01873 812105

skeleton with an evil grin and a 
sickle in hand.

It was then back uphill onto 
the next ridge and we began to 
feel the weight of our supplies, our 
bags � lled with logs, mulled wine, 
potatoes and tins of beans. Vital 
kit for a bothy. As the sun fell over 
our shoulders � e Beacons Way 
abandoned us, heading down to 
Llanthony Priory and its pub.  We 
were le�  to push on along a less 
walked path into deeper wilderness 
until we � nally found our bothy.

� e tiny, dark stoned building 
blends into the heather on the steep 
banks of Grwyne Fawr Reservoir 
and a sharp eye was needed to spot it. 
We squeezed ourselves in one by one 
(three people is almost all it can take), 
the stove was lit, potatoes thrown in 
and the night passed by board games 
and moments outside to appreciate 
the Dark Sky Reserve. Full with 
mulled wine, we climbed the ladder 
to sleep on the boards above.

� e bothy had spared us from 
what had been one of the coldest 
nights of the year so far. When we 
emerged in the morning we were 
met by a frost-covered landscape. 
� e cold proved a blessing for our 
journey back as the usually sticky, 
peat layered hilltop was frozen 

solid. With easy walking, we were 
free to take in our surroundings. 
To the west the Brecon Beacons, to 
the south the witch’s hat of Sugar 
Loaf, the sliced in half Skirrid and 
Wales’ very own Table Mountain, 
all part of the mix matched hills of 

Monmouthshire. Running out of 
ridge to walk, we dropped down 
into the mist pooled valley to arrive 
back in Llanbedr, completing what 
might prove to become a winter 
tradition for us all.  
Words: Will Renwick. Photos: Martin Elliott

Grwyne Fawr bothy
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Cwm Cynfael, Snowdonia  WALES

Flower Face

LLEU LLAW GYFFES stands upon 
the indomitable rocky outcrop 
shot through with obdurate, 
milk white quartz, high above 
the cascading waters of the river 

Start/Finish
Tomen y Mur 
GR: SH708389

1 From car park at 
Tomen-y-Mur take 

the footpath N to the farm 
at Sychnant. Continue N 
again for 300m over stile 
into moorland, where 4 
paths meet.

2 Take path E for 300m 
to reach road. Cross 

and follow path marked 
by a fi ngerpost NE to 
forestry track (note: this 
area has recently been 
felled). Walk along the 
track E for 50m to  sign 
pointing into the 
wooded area.

16½ km/10 miles/7 hours
Ascent 530m/1,739ft1010

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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3  Drop down and cross stream, 
walk around the farm 

buildings, take track N towards 
Bryn-saeth. At Bryn-saeth look for 
Gronw Pebyr – the stone with the 
hole – in the top corner of the fi eld. 
Continue along track to reach road 
at Bont Newydd.

4  Just before bridge, follow  
fi ngerpost E into a fi eld to 

stile and into forest. Follow the 
forest track E for 300m, 
carefully looking for where a 
path branches off to the N, 
leading downhill to the river.

5 Cross river at footbridge, head 
uphill to stile and on to  minor 

road. Follow road for 600m  then take 
left fork and follow track on the N side 
of the river for a further 600m to 
reach Fferm Cwm. 

6  Follow right-of-way through 
meadow until the path turns 

N climbing steeply above the 
cascades of Rhaeadr y Cwm. E to 
B4391. Continue E for another 
200m to a fence and suitable place 
to cross the river.

7  Keeping fence on right head 
S for 700m to forest. Turn E 

at forest fence for 700m to where 
the forest fence turn S. Climb to 
higher ground on a bearing of 144 
degrees for 200m and look for 
ruined sheepfolds. From here 
head out into open moorland on a 
bearing of 174 degrees for 1.4km 
to reach the unmarked summit of 
Pen y Foel-ddu.

8  If visibility allows, follow 
pylons as a guide and 

take a bearing of 144 degrees 
for 700m to reach a clear 
pathway beneath the pylons. 
Follow path WSW for 1.3km 
to reach an area of disused 
mines. The path becomes 
more substantial now.

9  Continue 
along the track 

SW for 1.4km to 
reach Dolddinas. 
Take track NW for 
800m to ruined 
farmstead of 
Dolbelydr.

10  Take the higher 
path from 

Dolbelydr, across open 
moorland to Braich-
ddu quarry. Follow the 
quarry track NW for 
1km to arrive back at 
Tomen-y-Mur.

Walked by
Andrew Galloway
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Cynfael and raises high above his 
head his � re-forged spear. With 
every sinew, every muscle and 
tendon in his body taught with 
indignant rage, he aims his lance 
at the heart of Gronw Pebyr, lover 
of his wife, usurper of his crown 
and author of his downfall.

Such is the culmination of a 
folk tale that over centuries has 
woven itself into the consciousness 
of the Welsh nation and the fabric 
of a landscape. � e evocative 
story of the love triangle between 
the heroic but gullible Lleu Llaw 
Gy� es, the devious Gronw Pebyr 
and the beautiful � ower maiden 
Blodeuedd, manifested into 
existence by the magician Math 
son of Mathonwy, is part of a 

narrative with origins believed 
to date back to the post-Roman 
period of British history but 
which has become known as 
the Mabinogion, a collection of 
medieval folk tales of the Welsh 
corpus, translated into English 
and popularised in the early 19th 
Century by Lady Charlotte Guest. 
� e tale of the entanglement of 
the three lovers is unique among 
the collection in that many of 
the geographical locations of the 
story can still be identi� ed in the 
landscape of North Wales and 
in particular the o�  overlooked 
valley of Cwm Cynfael which 
lies some miles to the south of 
Blaenau Ffestiniog, Gwynedd.

Beyond the meadow to the 

Further information
Maps: Ordnance Survey 
1:25,000 OL18 Harlech, 

Porthmadog & Y Bala, Harvey 
Maps 1:40,000 Snowdonia.

Transport: The Arriva X32 
bus service connects 

Caernarfon, Trawsfynydd and 
Aberystwyth. For full information 
on local bus services go to 
Gwynedd Council website: 

gwynedd.gov.uk 

i  Accommodation: 
The Grapes Hotel, 

Maentwrog, provides reasonably 
priced accommodation. 
grapes-hotel.co.uk, 01766 590365
Alternatively, rent a cabin at 
Trawsfynydd Holiday Village. 
logcabinswales.co.uk, 
01766 540219 or 555

Tomen y Mur – remains of the 18th 
Century farmstead, the reconstruction 
of the Roman wall, and the Norman motte

east of the beautifully situated 
farm buildings of Fferm Cwm the 
ground rises steeply to a spur with 
a natural viewpoint above the Afon 
Cynfael, which tumbles over a 
series of cascades culminating in 
the dramatic Rhaeadr y Cwm with 
a drop of thirty-seven metres over 
Ordovician shale and sandstone 
turbidites. Above the cascades 
the landscape broadens out into 
open moorland, much of which 
is above � ve hundred metres 
in height. � ere is a lot of open 
space up here, sadly transected 
by two lines of electrical grid 
pylons, which somewhat detract 
from the sense of wilderness. 
None-the-less within this area 
of some thirty square kilometres 
bounded by trunk roads to the 
north, south and west, there 
is, pretty much, nothing. 

Nineteen hundred years ago 
this moorland may have bore more 
trees than currently, but perhaps 
this broad, open landscape and 
sense of isolation was what drew 
the Roman Legions to use the area 
for training camps. Where the 
Afon Llafar tumbles down from 
the twin lakes of Llyn Conglog-
mawr and Conglog-bach are 
remains of many Roman practice 
works, the remains of what 

was essentially a construction 
training programme for legionary 
soldiers. It was common, when 
moving large numbers of troops 
across hostile territory, to build 
forti� cations overnight and raw 
recruits had to be trained how to 
do this e�  ciently. Here too, passing 
Dolbelydr, Sarn Helen, the main 
Roman artery through occupied 
Welsh territory, climbs towards 
the Roman complex at Castell 
Tomen-y-mur, in its time the most 
extensive Roman complex in Wales 
comprising a military tertiata fort 
of over four acres, a stone built 
principa, annexe buildings and 
even a small amphitheatre for 
troop entertainment, the Welsh 
winters being particularly long, 
cold and wet. When the Roman 
legions withdrew from Britain, the 
territory le�  behind fell into the 
hands of tribesmen and warlords. 
� e presence of a Norman motte 
here indicates that the site was 
variously occupied until around 
the early twel� h century and the 
ruins of a hafod, a small farm 
dwelling, indicate that the site 
was occupied for agricultural 
rather than military purposes 
into the nineteenth century. But 
today the once centre of Roman 
provincial power, Mur Castell, 
the court of Lleu Llaw Gy� es, as 
imagined in the Mabinogion, 
is occupied only by sheep who 
ruminate on the abundant thistles. 
Even so, for anyone who takes 
the time to look for the clues, the 
landscape will reveal itself to you 
in detail. � e land is more than 
contours on a map or something 
to be exploited for capital gain, 
it is a time machine, a place rich 
in history, myth and meaning. 

And should you care to, you 
may wish to visit, on an overcast, 
rainy a� ernoon, an innocuous, 
rather muddy � eld, populated 
by indi� erent sheep, above a 
farm known as Bryn-saeth, 
the hill of the arrows, and � nd 
under the dripping hawthorn 
Llech Gronw, the stone of Gronw 
Pebyr, with a hole right through 
the middle of it made by the 
spear of Lleu Llaw Gy� es.  
Words & Pictures: Andrew Galloway
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ON  
SALE NOW

Featuring a global bucket list of challenges ranging from 
achievable to extreme.  Including:

•	 Wild	camping	in	Scotland
•	 Trekking	in	the	Himalaya
•	 Extreme	marathons
•	 Mountain	biking	through	Colorado
•	 Hiking	through	the	Swedish	wilderness
 
And much more!

100 of the world’s greatest outdoor experiences and challenges on land and water

BUY NOW - ONLY £9.99
www.shop.tgomagazine.co.uk

OR DOWNLOAD - ONLY £6.99
www.tgomagazine.co.uk/apps



Readers’ photos

See more readers’ photos 
online at tgomagazine.co.uk

Next month: ‘Winter nights’

Send your pics to editorial@tgomagazine.co.uk 
or The Editor, The Great Outdoors, Newsquest Specialist 
Media, 30 Cannon Street, London, EC4M 6YJ

‘Winter camp’

In our readers’ photography series, we ask you to send in 
your best pictures on a specifi c theme. Next is ‘winter nights’ 
by 16 February and then ‘friends’ by 18 March. 

Berner Oberland in Switzerland
Harold Zijderveld

Mid January Cairngorm plateau sunrise 
with Sgor Gaoith in the background
Adam Burley

Camp on Bowfell, Lake District
Rob Hudson
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We are Scotland’s National Outdoor Training Centre  

located in the heart of Cairngorms National Park.  

Learn, develop or qualify in an adventure sport of your choice.  

Our goal is to inspire adventure by teaching beginners,  

coaching intermediate/advanced and delivering training  

and assessment courses for leaders and instructors.

Glenmore Lodge & Ellis
Brigham - Equipping
you for the mountain

Glenmore Lodge instructors 
are kept warm and dry 
thanks to The North Face 
Summit Series Range

www.glenmorelodge.org.uk

Inspiring
Adventure



tested by generations of 
outdoor enthusiasts, Fjäll  räven’s 
renowned g-1000 fabric o� ers 
durable and adaptable protec-
tion from the  elements. 
 Featured across our extensive 

range of outdoor jackets and trousers, g-1000 is 
a tightly woven blend of polyester and cotton. 
Not only incredibly hardwearing, the versatile 
fabric also provides e� ective protection from 
uv rays, biting insects including ticks and 
mosquitoes, and undergrowth.

For increased practicality in unsettled condi-
tions, g-1000 products can be impregnated with 
Fjällräven’s natural Greenland Wax. Adding 
more wax increases the garment’s water and 
wind resistance for more protection during 
the winter months. When less protection is 
required, the Greenland Wax can be easily 
washed out resulting in a cooler and more 
breathable garment. 
 � e versatility of g-1000 and  Greenland 
Wax means that you can add extra protection 
to your garment only where it is needed, for 

example across the shoulders or at the ankles 
in lieu of gaiters.
 Find out more at www.� allraven.co.uk

Rub on and melt in – or wash out. It is as easy as that to adapt the functionality of your g-1000 garment with Greenland Wax.

Hardwearing Water resistant

UV protectiveMosquito safe

Adaptable

Windproof Breathable

ADAPT TO 
EVERY ADVENTURE
ADAPT TO 
EVERY ADVENTURE
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