
£4.45 | APRIL 2016

Walk

14

18 WAYS TO GET HILL FIT
12 top ideas for your most adventurous year

HIGHLANDS
24 Munros in three days

SNOWDONIA
Discover its quiet side

HIMALAYAS
RETURN OF THE WORLD’S GREATEST TREK

P A G E S  3 0 – 3 4

P A G E S  2 2 – 2 9

Could you 
handle the 
ORIGINAL 

MOUNTAIN 
MARATHON?

P A G E S  3 6 – 4 1

of the best new
DAY PACKS

G E A R

8 softshell 
jackets 
for spring

WILD
alk

WILD



350

218

102

170

110

350

1

218

1190

320

210

8595

130

320

210

1155



W E L C O M E

Can you remember the first time you stood 
on a summit? Sharon Brennan can. The 
author of The day I took my new lungs to the 
Lake District, published on pages 44-47 of this 
issue, had never climbed a hill until last year 
when, in her mid 30s, a double lung transplant 
meant that she could finally fulfil her goal of 

bagging a Lakeland peak. “I’d never before experienced what it was 
like to slowly climb metre by metre until suddenly the world has 
fallen away below you,” writes Sharon, recalling her walk on Cat 
Bells. “There is something fantastic about getting muddy and dirty 
and not caring.”

As a reader of The Great Outdoors, you can no doubt relate to 
the feeling of exhilaration that Sharon experienced as she looked 
out over the Lake District, the pleasure she gained in the landscape 
around her, and the satisfaction of gentle weariness as she returned 
to the shores of Derwent Water. It’s why we do what we do. 

Cat Bells Photo: Daniel Kay / Shutterstock

Why we climb mountains
I write this in a week when several tragedies have occured in the  

Scottish mountains. As has become the norm in such situations, the 
news has been greeted by calls from the ill-informed for people to 
stay off the hills. I’m with my former colleague, Cameron McNeish, 
on this one. Yes, the mountains can be dangerous. Yes, we all need 
learn our trade and equip ourselves appropriately. But if we all 
cloaked ourselves in bubblewrap and stayed indoors, we’d never have 
the opportunity to experience the emotions that Sharon Brennan felt 
on her first trip up Cat Bells. And that would be a shame indeed.  

Get in touch:                    tgo.ed@kelsey.co.uk                    @TGOMagazine                    /TGOMagazine                       www.tgomagazine.co.uk 

HavE yOur say! 
We want to know what you think of The Great Outdoors magazine. 

What do you like, what don’t you like, what would you like  
to see more of? Complete our survey at  

www.tgomagazine.co.uk/2016survey. Three entrants will be 
picked at random to win outdoor gear prizes as a thank you. 
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Terry Adby
Terry recently spent a month in Nepal 
researching the Natural Annapurna 

Trekking Trails (NATTs) that are helping 
put the Annapurna Circuit back on the 

map. You can read his account of the 
trek on pages 48-55. He’s also had his 

first trip to the Andes, trekking Bolivia’s 
Cordillera Real and Peru’s Alpamayo 

Circuit, and hopes to extend his 
personal altitude record this year. 

First sign of spring: “Those bright, 
tranquil days when the cool and clarity 

of winter combine with the first  
(and sometimes last!) warm sunshine  

of the year.”
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David Lintern
Deadlines have meant more time at the 
desk than outdoors for David recently. 
Fortunately he’s managed to explore 
Creag Meagaidh and Loch Rannoch 
during the small weather windows 
between storms, in the company of 

students from his new photo guiding 
business.  On pages 22-29 David 

describes better conditions last year for 
his trip from Capel Curig to Beddgelert. 
First sign of spring: “It stops raining for 

more than an hour? But seriously, I 
know it’s really spring when I can smell 

wild garlic, which I love, on the trails 
near my home.”

Sharon Brennan
Over the winter, Sharon and her in-laws 

battled a very windy and muddy Mow 
Cop on the border of Cheshire to see 

the Old Man O’Mow ancient rock 
feature. She currently finds herself in 
the midst of planning a trip to Cadair 
Idris. It’ll be a big trip for Sharon, who 

only climbed her first hill last year 
thanks to a new set of lungs. Turn to 

pages 44-47 for her story.
First sign of spring: “As soon as I start 
hearing birds singing at dawn my heart 
gladdens as I know it signals that spring 

will soon be upon us along with the 
optimism it seems to usher in.”

Will Renwick
Will has been out in the elements 

testing the latest softshells jackets for 
his comparative review on pages 

80-83. His trips have mainly been in the 
blustery Brecon Beacons, where he 
climbed Pen y Fan from its southern 
approach (a new route for him) and 
trekked to the two lakes below Fan 
Brycheiniog in the Black Mountain 

range. He’s also been to Germany for 
the ISPO European outdoor gear show, 

checking out next season’s new kit.
First sign of spring: “The first white 

flash of a wheatear in the Brecon 
Beacons can be a good indicator.”

Contributors… and their favourite first signs of spring 
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Sunset across 
the Scafells 
from Birker 
Fell
“In my book, one of the greatest 
views in the Lake District is the 
magnifi cent panorama across 
Birker Fell towards the Scafells, 
with the pinnacle of Bow Fell rising 
above the Upper Esk. 

The road across Birker Fell 
provides a vital link between 
Ulpha in the Duddon Valley over to 
Eskdale Green and it’s not unusual 
to see drivers parking up and taking 
photographs. 

This slice of Lakeland provides 
us with some of the most glorious 
sunsets as the dying embers of 
another day illuminate the view 
with breathtaking orange and 
gold hues.”

Photo by Mark Gilligan
wastwaterphotography.co.uk

Escape







YOU MIGHT RECOGNISE the name Finlay Wild. � e � rst runner to cross Skye’s Cuillin 
Ridge in under three hours, he is also a multiple winner of the Ben Nevis hill race and, 
in his day job, a Lochaber GP. But it turns out that Finlay also has a creative streak. A 
new exhibition at the John Muir Trust’s Wild Space Gallery in Pitlochry brings 
together a collection of his mountain paintings, including the work depicted here. 

“Of course these are not classic landscape paintings, but experimenting with block 
colours and bold lines has given me a lot of pleasure,” says Finlay. “My use of colour 
possibly gives an insight into the ‘mountains of my mind’ and how important these 
places are to me mentally.

“Having spent a lot of time in the mountains over the years, in all sorts of weather 
and light, I de� nitely have favourite places and views. I love coming back to these 
areas, time a� er time, and noticing the seasonal and daily changes which occur. 

“� is is a new kind of challenge for me – it doesn’t involve pushing physically in a 
race or concentrating on an exposed scramble – but it’s been very rewarding.”
Finlay Wild’s Kaleidoscape is on display at the John Muir Trust’s Alan Reece Wild Space 
Gallery in Pitlochry until April 9 (Closed Tuesdays).

Geology
Learn your rocks 

How to...
Look after your boots 

A local perspective
Sheffi  eld  14 15 16

Steal Waterfall 
and An 
Gearanach, 
Finlay Wild

Acrylic
70cm x 50cm

I N  T H E  F R A M E

A L M A N AC
April in the hills
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Photo: Shutterstock

Golden plover
Upland moorlands 

As spring arrives, golden 
plover start to move 
back to the upland 
moorlands from the 
lowland fi elds in which 
they’ve spent the winter.  
During their breeding 
season, pairs make nests 
on the ground among 
heather, twigs and grass. 
Look out for the males’ 
display fl ights in which 
they rise into the air with 
a rhythmic call.  

S I G H T S  &  S O U N D S

MILLICAN DALTON 
Borrowdale, Lake District 

S T O R I E S  O F  T H E  H I L L S

KNOWN TO LOCALS as the “Borrowdale 
Hermit”, Millican Dalton was an early 
proponent of self-suffi ciency and a 
true outdoor eccentric, a passionate 
enthusiast for climbing trees, sharing 
stories over a campfi re and undertaking 
genuinely adventurous trips among the 
Lakeland fells. 

Decades before 
downsizing became 
fashionable, Dalton left 
behind a London job 
in insurance to carve 
out his own path as an 
adventure guide. In his 
mid 30s he built a forest 
hut in Buckinghamshire 
which would be his 
winter home until 
shortly before his death 
at the age of 79. In the 
summer, he camped out 
in the Lake District, fi rst 
in a tent but from the 1920s in a cave on 
Castle Crag in Borrowdale. The split-level 
quarried cave had its own water supply 
thanks to a fi ssure in the ceiling, and was 
named by Dalton “the Cave Hotel”. 

Dubbing himself the “Professor 
of Adventure”, Dalton led parties 
on expeditions in the Lakes. Posters 
displayed in Keswick offered “Camping 

Holidays, Mountain Rapid Shooting, 
Rafting, Hair-Breadth Escapes.” The trips, 
which also offered a taste of Dalton’s 
philosophy, were to prove very popular. 
Somewhat scandalously, he happily 
escorted both men and women into the 
Lakeland hills and on trips in the Alps. 

A vegetarian, teetotal and pacifi st, 
Dalton baked his own 
bread, made his own 
clothes and also designed 
and manufactured 
lightweight camping 
equipment – including a 
two-man tent weighing 
under 1.5kg, as well as 
woollen sleeping bags 
and bespoke rucksacks – 
which he’d sell and 
rent out. He preferred to 
avoid money and so would 
exchange guiding services 
and outdoor gear for food 

and cigarettes. 
Today, Millican Dalton’s sustainable, 

homemade gear is the inspiration for 
Lakeland-based rucksack brand Millican 
(www.homeofmillican.com) and a new play, 
‘The Professor of Adventure’ is  running 
at the Theatre by the Lake in Keswick 
(www.theatrebythelake.com) between 
19 March and 5 April.
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W� ds
W A L K E R S ’

By Roger Smith 

Bealach/Bwlch
The name generally 
indicates a defi ned 
pass through the hills, 
oft en quite dramatic 
in nature, as for 
example the Bealach 
an Sgairne. known as 
the Gates of Aff ric. 

Beck
� e Lake District is peppered 
with tumbling becks, the hard 
consonants clearly indicating a 
word of Norse origin. It � nds its 
way into composite placenames 
such as Troutbeck.

Beacon
English maps are well supplied 
with Beacon Hills. � ese were 
chosen in past times to relay news 
quickly by � re or smoke signals 
and are therefore generally good 
viewpoints. � e Brecon Beacons 
may take their modern name 
from the same use – there are 
more than 20 hill forts in the area 
– although the Welsh name is 
Bannau Brycheiniog, the ‘hills of 
Brecon’. ‘Bannau’ is the plural of 
‘Ban’ which has the same root as 
‘Ben’ in Scotland.

T H E  A R C H I V E
“I think it has to be recognised by the 

traditionalists that there is a very strong young 
contingent in outdoor sports these days who want 
to be seen in brightly-coloured garb. But there are 
limits, for me anyway, and I hope we will continue 
to be off ered alternatives in more subtle colours.”

PETER EVANS, THE GREAT OUTDOORS, JANUARY 1988

G R E A T  I D E A S

Learn your rocks
“GEOLOGY EXPLAINS what it is you’re walking on and how the heck it got here,” 
says Ronald Turnbull, author of Granite and Grit: A Walker’s Guide to the Geology of 
Britain’s Mountains. “A bit of rock knowledge can also tell you why this particular hill 
is grippy or slippery and why its handholds are rounded or sharp.” Here are Ronald’s 
recommendations for some of Britain’s most geologically interesting walks.  

1. Coire Lagan, Skye: The corrie rim has 
clear glacier scratches, and the 
ice-smoothed rock shows up the narrow 
bands (dykes) of basalt squeezed into the 
gabbro. The gabbro is black, rough and 
crystalline. The basalt is even blacker, 
smooth, brittle, and bad to climb on.
2. Conic Hill, Loch Lomond: The 
conglomerate is outwash rubble from the 
great Caledonian mountain range. The 
lumps in it include white quartzite, from 
hills now completely worn away. It stands 
on the Highland Line, boundary between 
two chunks of original continental crust.
3. Stanage Edge: The Millstone Grit is the 
remains of a river delta 100 miles wide. 

Slanty beds are the remains of sandbanks 
where the grit was laid down diagonally.
4. Great Slab, Bowfell: The slab is the bed 
of a caldera lake, formed when a volcanic 
magma chamber emptied underground 
and collapsed. At the slab’s top edge, see 
the delicate layering of the volcanic ash 
that settled onto the lake bed.
5. Y Gribin, Glyder Fawr: Clean, broken 
rocks here show fl at black streaks, and 
reveal the remains of a ‘nuée ardente’, a 
red-hot fl ying cloud of ash, gas and pumice. 
When the lava-cloud came to rest, the 
hot pumice lumps were squashed fl at by 
the ash on top, and then the whole thing 
welded together.

I N  N U M B E R S

YEAR OF 
ADVENTURE 

WALES 
2016 4walkers visit

annually

300
outdoor activity 

providers

The height of Snowdon, 
the UK’s most popular mountain

1056m

823 square 
miles 

the area of 
Snowdonia, 

with

mountain
ranges

870
MILES
Length of the 
Wales Coast 
Path

M
IL

L
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N
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To mark Wales’s Year of Adventure, we 
have pulled together some statistics on 
what makes Cymru so special.



H O W  T O . . .

ENSURE YOUR WINTER BOOTS
are ready for next season 

Cleaning your boots is 
particularly important if 
they’re not going to be worn 
again for a while – eg. if you’re 
moving onto lighter weight 
spring footwear. Remove 
insoles, use warm water 
and a soft brush and, if you  
need a detergent, opt for a 
specialist one such as those 
manufactured by Nikwax and 
Grangers. 

Be careful when washing to 
avoid misshaping the boot 
by softening the leather and 
applying excessive pressure. 

1

2

Dry your boots at room 
temperature with the 
insoles removed. The classic 
scrunched up newspaper 
solution can work well for 
drying the insides, as long as 
you replace the newspaper 
regularly. “Don’t try to dry 
boots too quickly, especially 
near a heat source like a 
radiator,” says Joe Sheehan 
from boot manufacturers 
Altberg. “‘Force drying’ boots 
can shrink them, and you 
need to slow down the rate of 
moisture evaporation.” 

Apply a reproofi ng or 
conditioning product to 
your boots and then air-dry 
before putting them away. 
Nikwax and Grangers are the 
most well-known brands of 
reproofers for both leather 
and fabric footwear and 
Altberg also sells Leder-Gris 
for leather boots. 

Scarpa distributors the 
Mountain Boot Company 
then recommend you check 
all lace hooks, zips, etc for 
issues you might forget while 
your boots are in storage.

“Store boots in a cool, dry 
location – garages, lofts and 
sheds can be OK, but they 
must be bone-dry and ideally 
storing boots within your 
house will be better, because 
of the reduced temperature 
variations,” says Joe Sheehan.

“Store in a mesh bag or boot 
bag; no dry bags or carrier 
bags,” suggests Jo Overton 
from the Mountain Boot 
Company. “Don’t pile stuff on 
top of the boots. And watch 
out for mice or any chewing 
animals!”

3 4

5

6

7
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Sheffi eld
A  W E E K E N D  I N . . .

Sheffi  eld has long been known as a climbers’ city but, as the BMC’s 
Hillwalking Offi  cer Carey Davies recently highlighted in a column in this 
magazine, it’s generally a great place to be if you’re into the outdoors. 
Between 11-13 March, Sheffi  eld is hosting the Outdoor City Weekender, a 
series of coordinated events, incorporating the long-established Sheffi  eld 
Adventure Film Festival (ShAFF). ShAFF’s Director, Matt Heason says: 
“The thing I love about Sheffi  eld is that it’s like nowhere else; it has an 
amazing outdoor culture and community that has grown around the close 
proximity of a city centre and a world class National Park.” Here, Matt 
shares his recommendations for visitors to Sheffi  eld

Local experts share their favourite spots to eat, drink, stay and walk 

SHEFFIELD TO HOUNDKIRK TOR 
12km, 650m of ascent
There can’t be many cities in the world who 
can offer a rival to the main route out to the 
Peak District. It begins via a meandering maze 
of paths along through Endcliffe Park, past 
renovated water mills and babbling fords 
through the Porter Valley, up to Ringinglow 
(Norfolk Arms for a pint with a view: 
www.norfolkarms.com), and over the magnifi cent 
high-level gritstone moor and Houndkirk 
Tor Drive to the Fox House, one of England’s 
highest pubs (www.vintageinn.co.uk). There you’ll 
also fi nd a bus stop to take you back to the city 
centre in a mere 20 minutes, or stick out your 
thumb and get a lift back down the hill.

SHEFFIELD ROUND WALK
23km, 343m of ascent
I discovered the Sheffi eld Round Walk (tinyurl.
com/Sheffi eldRoundWalk) accidentally simply by 
stumbling across a few of the blue signposts that 
mark its 15-mile circuit through the parks and 
quiet parts of the city. Having never walked it I 
completed it the fi rst time as part of a running 
race and was very impressed by the route. It’s 
beautiful. A blend of quiet and leafy residential 
streets and heaps of park land. Plenty of hills 
too for those looking for a workout, but with 
the added bonus of providing loads of photo 
vantage points.

EAT 
Street Food Chef (www.
streetfoodchef.co.uk) is 
excellent for a healthy 
quick meal. A family-run 
business, what I love about 
this eatery is that all the 
ingredients for their burritos, 
tacos and quesadillas are 
fresh and locally sourced. 
The Showroom (www.
showroomworkstation.org.uk) 
also has an excellent brunch, 
lunch and dinner menu, 
so perfect for a pre-movie 
feed – look out for their 
dinner and a fi lm deal! The 
Broadfi eld Ale House – or 
Broady, as it is known locally 
(www.thebroadfi eld.co.uk) – is a 
fantastic watering hole, with 
a huge variety of ales and 
excellent whisky collection. 

STAY
There are a good range of 
budget hotels in the centre of 
the city, including The Jury’s 
Inn and Novotel, both a short 
walk from the Showroom 
Cinema where ShAFF is 
held. If you are looking for 
something a bit quieter in 
the countryside, then The 
Norfolk Arms is a good 
option. Only 15 minutes from 
the city centre, the bus stop 
outside the pub and Sheffi eld 
round walk trail both offer 
quick access.

WHILE YOU’RE HERE
The Sheffi eld Adventure 
Film Festival runs from 11-13 
March at the Showroom 
Cinema. For information and 
booking visit www.shaff.co.uk. 
Information about other 
events in the Outdoor City 
Weekender are available 
from theoutdoorcity.co.uk. 

H I G H - L E V E L  W A L K L O W - L E V E L  W A L K

Places
O F  N O T E

A L M A N AC
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Ourmembers make a vital
contribution to our work in

protecting and enhancing wild
places – and your support makes

our voice stronger.

Photo ©David Lintern
The JohnMuir Trust is a Scottish charitable company limited by guarantee.
(Charity No. SC002061 CompanyNo. SC081620). Registered office: Tower
House, Station Road, Pitlochry, PH16 5AN. Tel: 01796 470080

#%!!$"

%$*'$!")
(& %$*'$!")#&
!% $"' #'(&
+!$" *&#) %)&('

By becoming amember you can
ensure we can continue to campaign
to protect the wild places you love.

www.johnmuirtrust.org

“Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken,
over-civilized people are beginning to
find out that going to the mountains is

going home; that wildness is a necessity”
JOHNMUIR

THE TETHERA BOOT
- 5 WIDTH FITTINGS -

www.altberg.co.uk

In 1969 I started working at the
factory in my home town of
Richmond,Yorkshire.The factory
was forced to close in 1989 and
that’s when I started Altberg.

The Altberg factory stands just 100 yards
from where the old shoe factory once

stood, most days I look across at where it used to be and
have good memories.

I still work every day in my factory in Richmond and one
week each month at our factory in Italy making classic boots
in width fittings and different footshapes.

All our premier retailers have been trained by me at our
factory - they understand boot fitting - and together over
many years we’ve brought comfort to many peoples feet.

Visit one of our premier retailers and try it for yourself.

ALTBERG®

BOOTMAKERS Es t . 1989

YORKSHIRE • ENGLAND

Boot shown in photo:
TETHERA

PREMIER RETAILERS
Craigdon Mountain Sports (Aberdeen/Perth/ Inverurie/Inverness/Edinburgh) 01467

629394 | Foothills Sheffield 01442 586228
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Stafford Outdoor Leisure Stafford 01785 240594

Taunton Leisure (Taunton/Exeter/Bristol) 01823 332987

Whalley Warm & Dry Lancashire 01254 822220

Altberg North Yorkshire 01748 826922 | Breaking Free Farnham 01252 724347
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CAST YOUR VOTE!
Help decide which of these important projects will receive funding 

THE GREAT OUTDOORS magazine is 
again working with the European Outdoor 
Conservation Association (EOCA) to give 
the public the opportunity to choose where 
some of the Association’s funding will 
go in 2016. EOCA is a membership body 
comprised of businesses throughout the 
outdoor industry, which raises money for 
conservation projects across the world. This 
year you can vote on four projects in the 
Alpine category, each of them nominated by 
a member of EOCA as a worthy recipient of 
vital funds. Read about each of the projects 
here, then head online to www.tgomagazine.
co.uk/eoca to vote between 8 and 22 March. 

Saving Mountain 
Gorillas, Rwanda
Nominated by: Craghoppers
This world-renowned long-
term project strives to protect 
the world’s remaining mountain 
gorillas. The animals live in the 
Rwandan section of the Virunga 
massif, a densely forested area 
with eight volcanoes and many 
endangered species of fl ora and 
fauna. The area is bordered by 
one of Africa’s densest urban 
populations and extreme 
poverty means communities 
often use resources from within 
the national park including 
water, wood and bushmeat. The 
goal of this project is to increase 
monitoring and protection of 
mountain gorilla groups and 
help local communities benefi t 
from conservation. 
www.gorillafund.org

Caring for Coniston’s 
Old Man, Lake District 
Nominated by: 
George Fisher Ltd
The route from Goat’s Water 
to the summit of the Old Man 
of Coniston is one of the most 
popular in the Lake District. 
But the impact of millions of 
footsteps is scarring the fragile 
landscape. Sediment from 
erosion is causing problems 
in water bodies downstream 
and rare vegetation and rock 
features are damaged when 
walkers stray from the path. 
Funding will enable path repairs 
using traditional techniques 
to take place this summer. 
Reseeding and ongoing 
maintenance will keep this 
famous path in good repair for 
future generations.
www.nurturelakeland.org

Rewilding the 
Highlands, Scotland
Nominated by: Messe 
Friedrichshafen
This rewilding project is 
based across Trees for Life’s 
fl agship conservation estate 
at Dundreggan and a nearby 
community woodland at Glen 
Garry near Loch Ness. It aims to 
create links between remnants 
of ancient Caledonian forest by 
growing rare montane trees in 
the Dundreggan tree nursery. 
Volunteers will create patterns 
of disturbance mimicking the 
presence of wolves to create 
a “landscape of fear” and 
allow young trees to fl ourish. 
Engaging and working with local 
communities is an important 
component of the rewilding 
vision. 
www.treesforlife.org.uk

Conserving Central 
Asia’s Ancient Fruit and 
Nut Forests
Nominated by: Trek & 
Mountain Magazine
Central Asia’s endangered 
fruit and nut forests are vital 
to its local communities as 
well as being of international 
biodiversity importance. Some 
of the poorest communities 
in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan 
depend on them for food, 
medicinal plants, wood and 
grazing, but are severely 
degrading the forests. This 
project will promote more 
sustainable income-generation.
Fast-growing saplings will 
be planted for fi rewood and 
construction, threatened 
species will be fenced and 
educational activities delivered. 
www.fauna-fl ora.org
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I SURV I V ED

Like Markus and the crew of the OAR Northwest, more than 35,000 people have survived potentially fatal situations with the technology
used by ACR beacons to instantly alert Search and Rescue. Read some of their stories at www.ACRARTEX.com/survivor-club

“A lot can go wrong when you’re
out at sea, but our team was
prepared for anything. The ACR
beacon turned out to be the most
invaluable thing we packed.”

- Markus Pukonen
@OARNorthwest

One amazing Glen.
With his wife, Moira.

DEDICATE ATREE | DEDICATEWOODLAND | PLANTATREE
From£15.Visitwoodlandtrust.org.uk/specialdedications orcall 03303335302
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DEDICATE ATREE | DEDICATEWOODLAND | PLANTATREE

Somepeopleneednothing but freshair.
Forthem,adedication ofa tree oranarea ofwoodlandmakes theperfect gift.They can
visit their own special spotany time, knowing they are supportingwildlife aswellas

helping ourwork protecting, restoring and creating thewoodswe all love.



Get out. Stay out.
If you plan on getting outside for your next adventure, why not journey further
with OPUS®? You can take your base camp with you out into nature without
compromising on luxury, practicality or comfort. OPUS® is a lightweight & spacious
folding camper. It is strong, rugged & extremely clever and boasts a massive load
carrying platform for adventure toys. We’re ready when you are.

Start your next adventure today with OPUS®.

Find your nearest OPUS® Approved Dealer online at opuscamper.com

opuscamper.com
01473 601200





S I L E N T  S N O W D O N I A
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It’s oh so quiet - just off the top 
of Siabod, overlooking Snowdon

Backpacking | Snowdonia

David Lintern journeys through the quieter side of the National Park
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Dawn has broken on the far side of Moel Siabod but has 
yet to reach my shelter. � e massive bulk of Snowdon 
is waking up gently, dressed for now in a tortoiseshell 
cloak of purple and green. � ere’s no single sunburst 
moment, but quietly the mountain is stretching and 
yawning, until the ultraviolet light of pre-dawn is 
subsumed by the gold that now covers her shoulders... 
and now she’s awake. Time stands as still as the boulders 
I am pitched between, slipping past on an interstellar 
heartbeat. 

A� er one night on the mountain, I have moved back 
in time, beyond rush hour. Here, the only clock is solar 
powered. I breathe in the so� ness of a late summer 
dawn high on the hill, put on damp trail shoes and � re 
up the stove. I’ve done this so many times it’s almost 
routine, yet I never tire of it. It’s both sublime and 
humdrum; the way I imagine we’re supposed to live, in 
time and tune to our surroundings. Today though, is 
a special occasion, and I’m especially grateful to have 
escaped the trivia of modern life – it’s my birthday. 

One of the things I miss most now I live in Scotland is 
not visiting Wales enough. Snowdonia is where I learnt 
how to be in the hills, how to explore and feel comfortable 
in the elements. Now I realise that my explorations 
were disjointed, the probing of a newcomer. Back then, 
I was almost exclusively a daywalker, not a backpacker. 
Nothing wrong with that, but this time I wanted to join 
the dots, be mindful of the gaps in between the better 
known tops. My route was to take me from Capel Curig 
in the north to Beddgelert in the south. 

As I walked up the hill the evening before, everyone 
was coming down. Plas y Brenin was full of day-trippers 
and course-takers. It was holiday season a� er all, but 
to my eyes Snowdonia seemed busier than it ever did 
when I visited from the Capital. Yet I met sunset alone 
on the wonderful spine at the top of Moel Siabod, before 
� nding a space amongst a jumble of rocks a hundred 
metres or so on from the summit. It was a perfect perch 
for a prodigal son; a retreat from worldly tremors; my 
own eyrie in Eryri.

S t i l l n e s s .  Not  a  bre at h  o f  w i n d .  I  op e n  my  e ye s  an d  m ove  my  fe e t 
out  f rom  u n d e r  t h e  qu i l t .  S i t t i ng  up,  I  l o ok  out  o f  t h e  t e nt  d o or, 
w h i c h  I ’d  l e f t  op e n  t h rou g h out  t h e  n i g ht .  Ap ar t  f rom  t h e  r u s t l e  o f 
t e c h n i c a l  f abr i c s ,  t h e re’s  n ot  a  mu r mu r  f rom  t h e  h i l l s i d e .  S h e e p 
s i l e nt ly  d ot  t h e  h i l l s  b e l ow,  h e a d s  d ow n ,  a l re a dy  h ard  at  wor k .
 

Looking north-east from the summit of Moel Siabod
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The following morning I was away by 8am and 
making fast progress downhill towards the col above 
Llynau Diwaunydd. My aim was to follow this broad, 
knolly ridge all the way into the Moelwyns, tipping 
my hat to each top as I went. In the past I’d never have 
thought to walk between Capel and Blaenau: by road 
they are a fair distance apart and seem worlds away from 
each other – one a touristy village and the other a town 
struggling with a post-industrial legacy. The going was 
rough and boggy, especially descending from Carnedd 
y Cribau. It took me a while to find a way through the 
crags. Today I was blessed with sunshine, but there’s no 
doubt coming this way in bad weather would test both 
ankles and navigation! Over the worst of the bog and 
looking back from Cerrig Cochion, it was clear just what 
an impressive mountain Siabod really is: a huge pyramid 
stretching into the horizon, its angles contorted by time 
and gravity, with the jewel of Diwaunydd at its feet. 

The route tracked slowly around the Snowdon 
massif, so I could appreciate the highest in Wales from 
a multitude of angles. From the ridge I looked straight 
across the valley into the arms of the mountain, the 
famous horseshoe of Crib Goch on one side and Y 
Lliwedd on the other. But each of the unsung summits I 
trod over were not just viewpoints; they were places all 
of their own. Moel Meirch was a fascinating mountain 
in miniature – a wild and spiny weather vane protruding 
from ribs draped thick with heather and blaeberry, 
reminiscent of the Rhinogydd. There are far fewer sheep 
grazing here, and the condition of the tops is much 
better for it.

The ridge allows you to track Snowdon from many different angles
[below] Mirror calm at breakfast time – Llynau Diwaunydd; Looking back to Siabod from the ridge towards the Moelwyns

Snowdonia
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After lunch at beautiful Llyn Edno, the ridge 
flattened out and had fewer features – once again, this 
might be challenging ground in bad weather. But there 
is a fence to handrail alongside if you don’t mind getting 
your feet wet, and more craggy tops to visit if you do. I 
saw only one soul all day, on the top of Moel Druman, 
by which point the next piece of the puzzle had swung 
into view. Subtly, the landscape was changing again. 
The knee-high heather was gone, morphed now to 
close-cropped grasses around tiny lakes and mounds 
of earth and slate, through which my path wound. 
The Moelwyns lay ahead, surrounded by their eerie 
mineworkings and bookended on the right by Cnicht, 
which from this height gave barely any indication of 
how grand it is from the south-west. To match the 
increasingly Tolkienesque setting, clouds glowered 
over Snowdon and the gentle breeze grew to a cold and 
unsettled bluster. Realising that the day was catching 
up with me, I quickened my pace for the remote outlier 
of Allt-fawr, which hangs high over the spoils of our 
industrial past. 

I first visited the vast slate quarries above Blaenau 
Ffestiniog as a Wrexham schoolboy. I’ve been 
back since, a few years ago, and today it was just as 
impressive. The approach to the Rhosydd mineworks 
was different this time, though – from the high ground 
rather than from the town, following the outflow of 

Llyn Conglog to its rotting dams and mirrored pools, 
then an impressive waterfall to the plain of destruction 
that was once ‘level 9’ of the quarry. The damage 
wrought over these hills is devastating and poignant, 
vainglorious and beautiful, like coming across the 
ruins of an alien civilisation. And as in the best Science 
Fiction, it’s rich with parables about the rise and fall of 
Empire; the wanton exploitation of people and place for 
questionable benefit; the error of our ways. Will we  
ever learn?

I stopped by the barracks in the early evening 
sunlight and soaked up some of the sadness that hangs 
in the air here, then gingerly took to the ramp beside 
a mountain of slate. The slopes of Foel Ddu were easy 
to access but the final few metres were hard won. By 
Moel-yr-hydd, I was tiring and the light lengthening. I 
cast a melancholy eye down towards the troubled town 
of Blaenau one last time, and headed towards one of 
my favourite stretches of path in Wales, which hugs the 
slopes high above the Tanygrisiau reservoir. This body 
of water is part of the Ffestiniog Power Station, the 
oldest pumped storage hydro scheme in the UK. The old 
mining track leads directly to the col under Moelwyn 
Bach, my resting place that evening, with views out to 
sea even more drenched in gold than they’d been at first 
light. Travelling on foot in Wales is to travel through 
human history and memory.

Evening light from camp at the col

T h e  v i e w s  o u T  T o  s e a  w e r e  e v e n 

m o r e  d r e n c h e d  i n  g o l d  T h a n 

T h e y ’ d  b e e n  a T  f i r s T  l i g h T

snowdonia
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The Ruins of Rhosydd:
A vAinglorious lAndscApe

A quarryman’s life:
more grey slAte thAn red brick

The Rhosydd mine works, hanging high above 
Blaenau Ffestiniog, produced approximately  
200 million slates over 80 years, beginning in the 
1830s. Over the course of its life it developed 
into 14 floors with over 170 chambers, most of 
which are now flooded. The most obvious and 
extensive surface ruins are on what was ‘level 9’, 
which at its height contained 30 saw tables and 
dressing machines to finish the raw rock into 
usable slates. There are an estimated 2 million 
tons of spoil laying on the surface – huge 
mountains of the stuff. The ownership of 
Rhosydd passed through various hands and the 
mine workings expanded opportunistically until 
they butted up to the neighbouring mines. There 
was an underground route through to Croesor 
quarry, which men used to escape their shift early 
or visit the smithy, who was better than the man 
at Rhosydd. Modern cavers describe this route 
via a “bridge o’ doom” as “a chamber of horrors” 
and “like being in Tomb Raider!”

Most of the 200 miners lived on site between Monday and Saturday, 
and conditions were infamously damp, dirty and overcrowded. You can 
see the ruins of the barracks clearly on ‘level 9’. The men washed in the 
stream, bought in their own food and coal and slept on  
lice-infested straw mattresses, but were required to pay between 1 
and 3 pence of rent a week for the privilege. Visiting medical officers 
regularly condemned the facilities. Working conditions weren’t much 
better – the men walked into and out of the mines using the same ramps 
and tunnels as the trams used to carry the rock out. Mining was by 

candlelight, and the average lifespan of a Ffestiniog quarryman in the 
mid 1800s was 44 years. However, Rhosydd had a better reputation 
for safety than its neighbour Cwmorthin, known locally as “the 
slaughterhouse”.

Perhaps because of these hardships, quarrymen’s biographies 
describe a rich cultural life. Rhosydd had an award-winning choir, 
and the men wrote poetry and held political and religious meetings in 
the Welsh tradition of the Eisteddfod. In some of these histories, the 
barracks are described as “a university”, but not one that most modern 
students would recognise.

More reading about the quarry
M.J.T Lewis & J.H. Denton, Rhosydd Slate Quarry,  
Shrewsbury, The Cottage Press, 1974 

Up the ramp, and looking back on the spoilings
[above] Evening light on the remains of the quarry barracks



Climbing towards Bryn Banog, and Snowdon pops up again

It was another silent camp, untroubled by wind and 
blessed with fine sunshine first thing. I left my bag packed 
at the col, climbed up the back of Moelwyn Bach for 
magnificent coastal views before returning to pick up 
my bag. I clambered to the top of Craigysgafn between 
quartz crags on a thin and precipitous trail. Last time I 
was here it was spring and it hailed cold and hard, today 
was much more benign. After pausing to admire the 
fine patterned rock on the crumbling summit, I plodded 
slowly up the zigzags to the trig point on Moelwyn Mawr. 
It was actually hot! Cnicht didn’t look too far away from 
here, but this was deceptive, with a lot of mixed ground to 
cover inbetween. It took a couple of hours to descend into 
Croesor Quarry, cross soggy ground to the dam at Llyn 
Cwm-y-foel and, duly fortified with bread and a tin of 
fish, grind slowly up the loose, shaley terraces that make 
up the south facing flanks of Cnicht. In bad weather or 
with a heavier bag I’d definitely go around!

Despite having been this way before I’d never visited 
Cnicht and the descent, looking out to the west coast, was 
a treat, even though the views were beginning to haze 
over. It’s an engaging ridge to have at your feet; technical 

enough to make you think without being climbing, 
although I did have to down my poles once or twice. It 
felt strange to see people again after my quiet walk with 
the grey slate ghosts of Rhosydd – this time I was heading 
down while the others climbed. At the foot of the hill I 
filled my flask and escaped the well-trod path to the car 
park, instead following an ancient farm track that wound 
sympathetically around fern-choked crags to the road 
near Nantmor. Here I encountered the first tarmac, and 
wilted in the late afternoon heat. 

I pushed my luck and carried on for one more night’s 
camp, through forestry and open moorland. The 
seldom-visited Bryn Banog gives spectacular views over 
the whole route and conceals yet more industrial scars on 
its southern slopes. Sadly, the weather swooped in for 
good (or rather bad) as I made camp. Hopes of 
continuing around to the Nantlle ridge were quashed as a 
week-long low pressure descended on the whole country. 
Thankfully the beer has improved no end since last I was 
in Beddgelert – I reached town soaked from top to toe. 
For now though, my journey to discover the quieter parts 
of Snowdonia was over.  
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More layers of history in the landscape on the descent from Cnicht

Snowdonia

Essential
INFORMATION

Start: Capel Curig (SH720581)  Finish: Beddgelert (SH589480)
Summits: Moel Siabod (872m); Carnedd y Cribau (591m); Moel Meirch (607m); Ysgafell Wen (672m); 
Moel Druman (676m); Allt-fawr (698m); Foel Ddu (448m);  Moel yr-hydd (648m); Moelwyn Bach (710m); 
Moelwyn Mawr (770m); Cnicht (689m); Bryn Banog (519m)
Distance: 40km/25 miles  Ascent: 2500m/8200ft
Travel: The Snowdon Sherpa bus service (www.visitsnowdonia.info) connects Capel Curig with much of 
the rest of the National Park, including Beddgelert, which is also on the route of the Welsh Highland 
Railway (www.festrail.co.uk)
Accommodation: Plas y Brenin National Mountain Sports Centre in Capel Curig (www.pyb.co.uk) rents 
out rooms. Beddgelert has campsites, B&Bs and hotels (www.beddgelerttourism.com). 
Map: David’s full route is covered by the Harveys/BMC 1:40,000 Snowdonia North British 
Mountain Map
Tourist information: Beddgelert TIC (01766 890615)
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journeyFor  th e
In 1996, Chris Townsend completed the fi rst continuous round of the 

Munros and Tops.  Two decades on, it remains one of his most 
memorable experiences in the hills. Here, he shares his memories, and 

recommends three magnifi cent multi-Munro days out 

The current list of Munros (Scottish mountains 
over 3000ft) stands at 282. When Chris did his 

continuous Munros and Tops walk, there were 277 
Munros and 240 subsidiary ‘Tops’ (a summit over 

3000ft that is not regarded as a separate mountain). 
Only one other person, Andrew Allum, is known 
to have completed a continuous round of the 

Munros and Tops. 

{3000ft that is not regarded as a separate mountain). {3000ft that is not regarded as a separate mountain). {3000ft that is not regarded as a separate mountain). {3000ft that is not regarded as a separate mountain). 

The Mamores Ridge
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A bitter wind swept the summit of Ben 
More as I stared out over the sunlit sea. 
On the isle of Mull, at the start of my long 
walk over 517 Munros and Tops, I felt that 
I ought to be experiencing trepidation 
and excitement at the four months of 
hill climbing ahead. In reality I just felt 
cold. That day as I shivered in the wind I 
had no idea what the following months 
would bring. That was 20 years ago and 
the anniversary has set me thinking about 
that wonderful trip, about the rewards 
and the pains, the joys and the struggles, 
of spending a summer backpacking in the 
Scottish Highlands.

The walk was inspired by Hamish 
Brown and his superb book Hamish’s 
Mountain Walk, which tells the story of 
the first ever continuous walk over all the 
Munros. Reading that book inspired me 
to my first round of the Munros, mostly 
done on several long backpacking trips 
including the first two TGO Challenges. 
I always wanted to emulate Hamish 
and climb them all on one trip, but I 
didn’t want to follow too closely in his 
footsteps. By 1996 several others had done 
continuous rounds but none had included 
the subsidiary Tops as well, summits I 
hadn’t done either – or, in all honesty, even 
thought about. Then, the year before my 
walk, Andrew Dempster’s fascinating book 
The Munros Phenomenon was published. 
Reading it, one sentence leapt off the page 
and into my imagination: “It is interesting 
and almost strange that no one has yet 
attempted all the Munros and Tops in a 
single expedition.” I knew immediately 
that was what I wanted to do. I had a goal. 
Including the Tops would make the walk 
more of a challenge, as I quickly found 
when studying the maps – some weren’t 
even named – and meant that I had to do 
much more thinking and planning than if 
I’d simply followed Hamish.

In walking the Munros and Tops I 
wanted to combine two activities: long-
distance walking and peak-bagging. I’d 
already completed many long-distance 
walks, including the Pacific Crest Trail 
and the Continental Divide Trail in the 
States, but none had involved climbing 
hundreds of summits. Indeed on all of my 
previous long-distance adventures, the 
route could be varied to take into account 
weather, tiredness or other factors. I 
couldn’t do that on the Munros and Tops. 
This wasn’t a linear route from A to B,  
this was a walk linking 517 dots, each one 
of which had to be visited to complete it. 
On a map the route looked like a tangle  
of string.

Big days on the Munros
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One reason for planning a peak-
bagging walk was because the wildest 
country in the Scottish Highlands is high 
up, on and around the summits, and I love 
wild country most of all. On walks in other 
countries, the valleys and passes had been 
as wild as the mountains. � is isn’t so in the 
Highlands. Of course, many lower areas are 
wild and spectacular but too many aren’t. 
Staying high and climbing the peaks I’d be 
in the wildest land Scotland has to o� er.

What is guaranteed to be wild in 
Scotland is the weather and so it was, with 
much rain and cloud and, most di�  cult 
of all for peak-bagging, strong winds. My 
memories of the walk are dominated by 
the weather. In Glen Coe I was thankful 
to have a dry sunny day for the traverse 
of the Aonach Eagach, a serious scramble 
I wouldn’t want to do in a big storm. � e 
storm arrived the next day, when I walked 
over a cloud-shrouded Bidean nam Bian 
in torrential rain and a gusty wind. � ere 
was only one long period of dry weather on 
the whole walk: a glorious six days when I 
went from Ben Alder to Glen Nevis via the 
Grey Corries, Ben Nevis and the Mamores. 
Mostly though the � ne days were far apart. 
But navigating through thick mist and 
keeping warm and dry in rain and wind 
are both part of the Scottish backpacking 
experience and something I expected.

A� er 118 days, 2850 kilometres and 
175,260 metres of ascent the walk ended 
on the summit of Ben Hope in the far 
north. � e wind was cold and strong as 
it had been all those days before on Ben 
More. And as then my mind couldn’t 
really take it in. I’d really done it. My mind 
ran back over the months, the storms, 
the wildlife (an otter in the Arrochar 
Alps and a golden eagle near Slioch the 
highlights), scrambling along the Cuillin 
Ridge, blasted o�  Cairn Gorm by the wind, 
following compass bearings through the 
mist, lying in the tent watching the sun rise. 
Everything had added up to a magni� cent 
adventure, a perfect way to spend a 
summer. I didn’t regret one minute.

The full story of Chris’s walk is told in his 
book The Munros and Tops (published by 
Mainstream).

Big days on � e Munros
Looking to up your Munros tally? Or just fancy 
a long day out this summer? Here are three big 
rounds that Chris included on his long walk. All 
are classic ridge walks.

Big days on th e Munros

The Ben Lawers Range

Binnein Mor, Mamores
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The Mamor es
The long undulating ridge of the Mamores is the only place where 
you can climb 10 Munros (plus seven Tops) without any signifi cant 
descents as it never dips below 745m. Lying between Loch Leven and 
Glen Nevis, the Mamores are a range of sharp pointed rocky peaks 
linked by fi ne narrow ridges and bitten into by deep corries. 

Traversing the ridge feels like swooping over the mountains 
as you rise and fall from summit to summit, a real rollercoaster of 
a walk. There are a few simple scrambles but mostly the walking 
is easy. Having done it in both directions I think east to west is 
better because of the superb views it gives of the Grey Corries, the 
Aonachs and Ben Nevis.  

The whole ridge is wonderful but there are highlights. Two of these 
are short airy scrambles along spur ridges to outlying summits. One 
of these, the spiny crest called the Devil’s Ridge, leads to the most 
prominent summit in the Mamores, 1099m Sgurr a’ Mhaim, which 
stands out in views down Glen Nevis. The other scramble is along a 
sharp arête, the top of some tilted slabs, called An Garbhanach (the 
rough one) to An Gearanach.  

Another highlight is a corrie rather than a summit, the wild and 
splendid Coire an Lochain (a great place for a camp if you take two 
days over the walk) between the easternmost and rather isolated 
summit, Sgurr Eilde Mor, and the highest peak in the Mamores, 
1130m Binnein Mor. The latter has a tiny steep-sided summit that 
gives superb views west along the whole of the Mamores and across 
Glen Nevis to massive Ben Nevis. Standing here and looking at the 
peaks stretching out and knowing you will be crossing them in the 
hours to come is a wonderful experience.

Start: Glen Nevis road end  
(NN167691)

Finish: Lower Falls, Glen Nevis  
(NN145683)

Distance: 35km
Ascent: 3400m
Time: 14+ hours

Munros: Mullach nan Coirean, 
Stob Ban, Sgurr a’ Mhaim, 
Am Bodach, Stob Coire a’ 

Chairn, An  Gearanach, Na 
Gruagaichean, Binnein Mor, 

Binnein Beag, Sgurr Eilde Mor
Tops: Mullach nan Coirean 

South-east Top, Sgor an Iubhair, 
Stob Choire a’Mhail, An 

Garbhanach, Na Gruagaichean 
North-west Top,  Binnein Mor 

South Top, Sgor Eilde Beag

The Ben Lawers Range
The tenth highest summit in Scotland, 1214m Ben Lawers lies at the heart of the largest mountain range 
in the Southern Highlands, situated between Glen Lyon and Loch Tay. There are seven Munros here plus 
one Top and the walk between them never drops below 750m. 

These are green, grassy hills with much vegetation – the slopes from the summits south to Loch 
Tay are a National Nature Reserve due to the rich soil that supports rare arctic-alpine fl ora. There are 
steep-sided corries too, and some craggy slopes, one of which has to be negotiated on the traverse of the 
summits. Six of the Munros form a horseshoe round the long glen of the Allt a’ Chobhair with one outlier 
– Meall Greigh – away to the east.

I’d start the round with the two westernmost summits – Meall a’ Choire Leith and Meall Corraniach 
– as these rounded hills aren’t spectacular or very inspiring. They do however give excellent views of 
the next four peaks, especially Ben Lawers and Beinn Ghlas. The next section, from the latter all the 
way to Meall Garbh, is a magnifi cent walk with fi ne views all around and interesting terrain underfoot.  
Highlights are the precipitous view from Creag an Fhithich, the one Top, down steep slopes to little 
Lochan nan Cat, and the walk from this peak high above craggy slopes to An Stuc.  The latter is a sharp 
pointed peak, the most distinctive and impressive in the whole range. Steep slopes fall away on every 
side from the tiny summit. 

The only diffi culties on the walk come on the rocky descent from An Stuc, which is very steep and very 
loose. When wet it’s very slippery too. It’s only short though and once done the long moorland walk to 
distant Meall Greigh is easy.

Start: Start/Finish: Camusvrachan, Glen Lyon (NN619478)
Distance: 28km  Ascent: 2265m  Time: 12 hours

Munros: Meall Corranaich, Meall a’ Choire Leith, Beinn Ghlas, Ben 
Lawers, An Stuc, Meall Garbh, Meall Greigh

Tops: Creag an Fhithich
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The South  Glen Shiel Ridge
Nowhere else can you climb seven Munros so easily as on the South Glen Shiel Ridge. It’s 12 
kilometres between the easternmost summit, Creag a’ Mhaim, and the westernmost, Creag nam 
Damh, and most of the way is above 900m and only drops below 800m once, at 729m Bealach Fraoch 
Choire. From below the ridge looks daunting. Steep spurs between steep-sided corries run up to 
the summits from Glen Shiel to the north. Southwards it presents an unbroken wall of grass and 
scree. But once on the ridge the walking is mostly easy– in Hamish’s Mountain Walk, Hamish Brown 
describes reading a book as he walked along it! 

Starting at the east end, which I think is best for the views, a stalker’s path rises almost to the top of 
Creag a’ Mhaim. There is then a well-worn path that undulates over the summits. The ridge is narrow 
and airy in places but never feels too exposed. Few of the summits are very distinctive, it’s the whole 
ridge and the feeling of being high above the world and the extensive views of mountains all around 
that make this a glorious walk. At least when the weather is good. On my Munros and Tops walk there 
was thick mist and a steady downpour the whole way. Happily I have traversed the ridge on other 
days when the sky has been clear. The ridge is fairly straight so navigation is easy. Just one summit lies 
out on a spur – Sgurr an Doire Leathain – and that’s only 100m long. 

As you progress west the jagged outline of The Saddle begins to dominate the view. If you have the 
energy the walk could be extended to include that magnifi cent peak and Sgurr na Sgine, adding two 
more Munros.

Start: East of Cluanie Inn on the 
A87 (NH078117)

Finish: Allt Mhalagain on the A87 
(NG971139)

Distance: 25km
Ascent: 2200m 
Time: 9+ hours

Munros: Creag a’ Mhaim, Druim 
Shionnach, Aonach air Chrith, 

Maol Chinn-dearg, Sgurr an 
Doire Leathain, Sgurr an Lochain, 

Creag nam Damh 
Tops: Druim Shionnach West Top

Big days on th e Munros

This spring sees the publication of Chris’s new book, Out There: A Voice From The Wild, a collection of essays 
on a wide range of subjects, including the Munros and Tops walk, many of which have appeared in The 
Great Outdoors over the years. It is published by Sandstone Press at £8.99.

New Book
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HEBRIDEAN ADVENTURE
Cruises

Daily walks on remote
Scottish islands such as
Canna, Shiants, Mingulay,

Scarp, St Kilda

Small, friendly
award-winning team
Established 20 years

Wonderful wildlife:
eagles, puffins, dolphins,
whales, otters and more

Great food, small groups
(max 12 guests)

4 to 10 nights aboard

www.northernlight-uk.com
Phone: 01599 555723
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Sea Kayak. Hike. Bike. Tall Ship Voyages
Tel: 01871 810443w w
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Unique Adventures

Stunning Locations
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The Original Mountain Marathon – it can’t be that hard, surely…                                                                                                  Last autumn, 
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OMMOMM
The Original Mountain Marathon – it can’t be that hard, surely…                                                                                                  Last autumn, Daniel Neilson travelled to the Scottish Borders to fi nd out

A cold and damp overnight camp 
in the Tweedsmuir Hills
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AS THE PIPER played his 6am morning 
wake-up call, momentarily the world 
seemed good. It was swi� ly followed by a 
spontaneous rendition on the loud hailer 
of “Oh What a Beautiful Morning…” and, 
looking out over an orange-hued dawn on 
the heather-clad Tweedsmuir Hills, it was 
accurate in sentiment, if not accurate in 
pitch. And then I tried to move.

For the previous nine hours I’d been 
happily ensconced in my sleeping bag, 
unable to budge even if I’d wanted to. Yet 
as I roused, pain shot through my legs 
and up my back. My blistered feet began 
to throb, my head pounded, a sickening 
hunger struck. When I � nally stumbled 
and scu� ed my way out of the tent, I saw 
the overnight camp for the � rst time in 
daylight. Two thousand or so participants 
of the 48th Original Mountain Marathon 
were also creaking out of their tents, 
sparking up their stoves and pondering 
the day ahead. I hobbled to a port-a-loo 
like C-P30, whimpered like a wounded 
Chewbacca, and felt as old as Yoda. � e 
thought of running another 17km seemed 
impossible. � e previous day’s 28km were 
over knee-high heather, and through 
shoe-eating bog. At one point, a single 
kilometre took us almost an hour. � ere 
were 1985m of steep ascent and it was 
the toughest thing I have ever done by a 
very, very long way. We now had another 
1510m of ascent to curse our way up. 
My teammate Ben and I had seriously, 
seriously underestimated the OMM. 

THE ORIGINAL MOUNTAIN MARATHON, known to everyone as the 
OMM, will be familiar to many readers of this magazine – past editors and 
correspondents have been regulars. It started in 1968, created by mountaineer 
and orienteer Gerry Charnley as a two-day event in ‘extreme circumstances’. 
Previously known as the Karrimor International Mountain Marathon, it was 
renamed in 2004.

� e concept is simple: spend two days navigating to checkpoints across 
a rugged landscape, carrying equipment and food for an overnight stay. 
Participants must complete the course in pairs. � ere are several classes of 
events, and we chose the C Class: a mixture of compulsory checkpoints and 
a set number of optional checkpoints, covering 45 kilometres (28 miles) over 
two days. Both Ben (who I’d cajoled into doing it) and I had run a couple of 
marathons before and thought that seemed an achievable amount of running. 
How wrong we were… how horribly wrong we were. 

We’d arrived at a campsite in the Tweedsmuir Hills on the Friday night 
at the end of October in sheeting rain under a black sky. Having hastily put 
up our tent we went to the Event Centre and it was a pleasant shock to see a 
barn packed with excitable competitors eating burgers, drinking beer and 
laughing hard. � is, I thought then, was my kind of race. How hard could it be 
if everyone was sinking a couple of beers the night before? 

� e kind guys at OMM had lent us samples of their latest race pack, the 
Phantom 25. It was full of clever little weight-saving devices. � e back poles 
could be replaced with tent poles and the padded back could even be used as 
a sleeping mat… that is if your idea of a sleeping mat is a torso-length piece of 
half-inch-thick foam. “I’m taking a � erm-a-Rest,” I said. “Ah,” replied Colin, 
one of the pack designers. “You’re going for comfort.”

Another thought I didn’t blurt out was that at 25 litres it seemed a little, 
well, small, even though they’d also lent us a Nordisk Telemark 2, one of the 
lightest tents in the world at around 800g. Hugging my tiny bag, I went o�  to 
the tent to spend a restless night being bu� eted by wind and rain, broken only 
by anxiety dreams about the days ahead.

If the blisters and shooting pain 
don’t wake you, this piper will

OMM

The challenge of day 2 begins 
to sink in with Ben
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Clothing: 
OMM Kamleika Race Jacket II
PHD WaferLite Down Shirt
Montane Primino 140g L/S Zip Neck baselayer
Craghoppers Aquadry waterproof trousers
Helly Hansen Pace running tights
Smartwool PhD Run socks
Rab Power Stretch gloves
Extremities Windy Convertible gloves 
Polartec Power Stretch beanie
Hoka One One* shoes

EquipmEnt: 
OMM Phantom 25L pack
Nordisk Telemark 2 tent
PHD ‘Design your own’ sleeping bag
Therm-A-Rest NeoAir XLite
Petzl eLite
Alpkit Viper headtorch
Lifesystems Nano First Aid Kit
Silva Type 3 compass
Alpkit Titanium cutlery
MSR Microrocket stove
MSR aluminium pot
Whistle
Pencils, waterproof notebook
Alpkit dry bags
Light My Fire FireSteel

*  The shoes were my main gear mistake. They 
are amazing on flat trails, but not for traversing 
mountainsides, as I wrote in my review for The 
Great Outdoors. Yes, I’m an idiot who didn’t listen 
to my own advice. Salomon Fellraisers would 
have been my choice.

 

Ben, when excited, is a talker. I enjoyed a running commentary of 
the packing, unpacking, repacking and general faffage. “Right. Clif bar here. 
No here. What do you think Dan? Here. OK. OK. Which energy gels are you 
taking? Ooh. Rhubarb and custard. What’s the best rhubarb and custard you’ve 
ever had? Do you think it’ll rain all weekend? What Class are we again?” And 
here is lesson number one for the OMM: make sure you have the right partner. 
Given that we were best men at each other’s weddings, I figured we’d be OK, or 
at least still talking by the end of it. 

We packed our bags, picked them up in unison and gave each other a 
knowing look: “How on earth do you run with this on your back?” Back at the 
Event Centre I saw one of the organisers. 

“Does this seem a bit heavy to you?” I asked Andy. 
“My god, what have you got in here?” he replied. 
I recounted: “Tent, nice warm sleeping bag, spare clothes, stove, gas…” and I 

continued down the mandatory kit list until I got to “…six cheese sandwiches, a 
lovely ring of chorizo and water.” 

“Yeah, it adds up,” said Andy. “Ditch the water.” 
We’d been looking, rather worriedly, at other people’s unrealistically small 

bags but had also laughed at the cups strapped to many of them. Ha, we’d saved 
weight by not taking mugs. It was then explained that mugs were all they were 
taking, that they’d be sweeping up a cupful out of a stream and shooting off. We 
hastily repacked AGAIN, this time without a spare pair of pants, an extra down 
jacket and most of the water; the chorizo stayed. 

“When do we get a map? Is that a Scots pine? You didn’t take out the chorizo 
did you? Hmm, may need the loo first. Top ten second albums of all time?” Ben 
was still talking. 

At the start line, we were given a large, laminated map, the electronic dibber 
attached to Ben’s right wrist was dobbed, and we were off. Tall people with 
small rucksacks ran away purposefully. Grabbing our map, we ran too… full 
of expectation, excitement… and then realised we had no idea where we were 
going or what we had to do, or what this involved. We sat down and looked at a 
Harveys map of the Tweedsmuir Hills. It was on here we understood that we’d 
have to go to controls 1-4 in order, visit any three of the next five controls, and 
then go through 8, 9 and 10. The average winning time for the C Class is nine 
hours (yes that’s ‘winning time’) but looking at the map it seemed… OK. Nine 
hours later it seemed ludicrous we would think that.

 DANIEL’S 

KIT LIST

The start, day 1. Little did we know 
what the next 48 would hold
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We started running up a wide footpath towards Broad Law in good 
spirits. It wasn’t raining… much, and we concentrated on just getting to 
control point one, which our map suggested was on a cairn somewhere on 
the eastern flank. Here we experienced what would be the first incidence of 
a frankly overwhelming sense of self-doubt. I’ve done my Mountain Leader 
training and am, or was, a reasonably confident navigator. But there, in the 
clag, howling winds and alone, we realised we didn’t know where we were. 
Not a good start.  

After a while running around aimlessly following bearings from nowhere, 
imagining cairns and trig points appearing out of the mist, Ben suggested 
we climb back to the last trig and start again. We found the control but the 
experience had been demoralising. We’d made so many navigational errors: 
we’d missed tick features and handrails, misread bearings and mistimed 
distances. We’d argued, apologised, laughed and made jokes. It wasn’t even 
10.30am yet. 

Getting to checkpoint number two was much easier; hell, we even jogged 
some of the way. Were chatty again. Three and four, despite being up long 
cruel hills, were dibbed. I seem to remember enjoying the views around there 
for a bit too long. The clouds had lifted by now, and the true scale of these 
hulking great hills became clear. I could now relate the ground I saw to our 
map, and this was terrifying.

The cut off for the C-Class is 8pm and by 4pm we’d resigned ourselves to 
returning to the overnight camp in the dark. There was certainly very little 
running. Heather and bog required lifting one foot up as high as it would go 
and then pulling the next one out. Between controls 8 and 9, the terrain was 
seriously crushing. Looking back at our times as I write this, I see it took us 
1.37 hours to go just over two kilometres in a straight line with only 120m of 
ascent. 

By the time we reached where we thought 9 was, we were still in with 
a chance. But we just couldn’t find it. In clear contravention of the rules, I 
went off one way and Ben in the other to find the damn thing. Eventually 
Ben found it: “Come on! We’ve got 15 minutes.” We ran faster than we had 
all day back to the site. Approaching the end, we heard a countdown and 
encouragement: “10, 9, 8, 7…” we made it. With six seconds to spare. “Well 
done lads,” the guy printing out our timings said. “Shame you missed the last 
checkpoint.” Ben may have shed a tear. All I could think about was ingesting 
two portions of freeze-dried shepherd’s pie as quickly as possible. We didn’t 
make any more jokes that evening. 

OMM

 TEN 
TIPS   FOR  THE

 OMM

Do one of the 
OMM Lites 
beforehand. 
It’s an easier 
event held in the 
summer and will 
give you a good 
idea of what to 
expect. 

Get fit. 
Admittedly, a 
newborn baby 
and a recent 
career shift into 
beer tasting 
didn’t help my 
plans. I’ll be fitter 
next time.

Practise your 
nav… especially 
in the dark. It’s 
often a Harveys 
1:40,000 map 
that’s used. It’s 
good to get used 
to this scale if 
you’re not.

Know your 
timings. We had 
no idea how 
long each stage 
would take. Have 
an idea of your 
pace. 

Know your 
gear. Ensure 
everything you 
take is like an old 
friend. And train 
with the full pack 
on. It took us by 
surprise. 

Don’t take 
chorizo. Or do. 
Take something 
that will give you 
a little morale 
boost. 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

A cruel start on day 2

ApproAching THE ENd, we heArd A 
cOuNTdOwN And ENcOuRagEMENT: 
“10, 9, 8, 7…” wE MadE IT. 
with SIx SEcONdS to spAre The Tweedsmuir Hills look beautiful, but 

hide knee-chomping heather
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We smiled for the photographer on the morning of Day 2, pretended to 
run, and then reduced back to a hobble. To be doing this again in our current 
physical state seemed insane. There was a bad start to the day: 225 metres of 
ascent in a kilometre, but once over that we started to feel better. 

The fact we’d already been disqualified (around half of the C Class were 
for some reason) took the pressure off and I was actually enjoying it. I had no 
sensation in my big toe, but apart from that we occasionally felt like chorizo-
munching machines. Up, up, up, down, down, down – these checkpoints were 
in evil places. But the weather was better, we could see our route and everyone 
was chatty. It was – dare I say it – fun. 

We picked up pace as the end line neared like horses returning to the 
stables. Not only had we made it within time, we’d made the earlier shuttle 
bus that, in our heads, lead directly to an Edinburgh tavern. The final 
disappointment was that it turned out we’d dibbed the wrong dobber (or is it 
dob the wrong dibber?) on checkpoint one. But sod it, we’d made it to the end 
of what was and probably always will be, the toughest challenge of our lives. 
And I say that without a hint of exaggeration. 

As always, the world is rosier from the inside of a pub, and we recounted 
our adventures to a friend. I still couldn’t feel my big toe (it would be a month 
before I could), but boy did we have a story to tell.  

Know your 
partner... very 
well. You’ll laugh, 
you’ll cry, you’ll 
test each other. 
You need to be 
able to make light 
of something. 

Get into the spirit. 
This is a supremely 
friendly event, 
largely full of 
lovely, self-
effacing people 
struggling as much 
as you are. 

Water strategy. 
Have one. If 
you don’t fancy 
drinking the 
stream water, 
take a Water-
To-Go bottle or 
something similar. 

Have fun. Look at 
the scenery. Make 
friends. Do it.

7. 8. 9. 10.

www.
THE
OMM.com

The stunning setting for an 
overnight camp below Dollar Law

The author (L) and Ben not doing a very good job of 
pretending to run for the photographer on day 2
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 MORE
GREAT ADVENTURES
If reading about the OMM has inspired you to do something a little 
more adventurous on your days in the hills, try one of these...

2.
SLEEP on a SUMMIT
In theory, there are few greater pleasures 
than waking up after a mountain-top bivvy. 
Of course, for every golden sunrise, there’s 
a morning waking up with your face planted 
in a clag-sodden tent wall. Either way, we’d 
choose a summit over a fi ve-star hotel any 
day… well, most days. 

3.
Have a go at an ADVENTURE RACE
Adventure racing ticks many adventurous 
boxes: navigation, mountains, fell running, 
mountain biking, sometimes kayaking 
and occasionally an overnight camp. 
They vary in length, from two hours to 
two days or more, and in disciplines (but 
always include running and cycling). Check 
out Questars (questars.co.uk) and Tri-
Adventure (triadventure.co.uk) for details of 
forthcoming events. 

1.
Use a CANOE or KAYAK 
to access a MOUNTAIN
Arriving at your walk by water affords a rare 
perspective and the opportunity to carve 
new routes. Scotland alone has more than 
6000 miles of diverse, largely untouched 
coastline to explore by sea kayak, as well 
as its lochs and rivers. To feel like a true 
explorer, paddling is the way to go. 

4.
The other CUILLIN RIDGE
Skye’s Cuillin Ridge may be the best 
mountaineering day out in Britain, but if 
that has already been ticked off, or even 
if it’s on your list and you’re in training, 
consider heading to Rum instead. Rum’s 
Cuillin Traverse is a thrilling day out in its 
own right: long and committing – there are 
only a couple of get-me-outta-here escape 
routes – but it’s a breathtaking belter hitting 
two Corbetts and a Graham. 

Photo: Ray Wood

A summit camp
Photo: Shutterstock

5.
HIRE a GUIDE
Hiring a mountain expert opens up a 
world of possibilities, including access 
to hills that might otherwise be outside 
your comfort zone. Inaccessible Pinnacle, 
anyone?  Guides allow you to sample 
other outdoors sports – such as sea 
kayaking, climbing, the immensely fun 
coasteering, or winter mountaineering.

Going with a guide
Photo: Ray Wood
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7.
WALK from SEA to SUMMIT
There’s a clear sense of journey when you 
start from sea level. It’s also a rewarding 
experience to pore over maps in an attempt 
to plot your sea to summit route. A couple 
of lengthy ones to get you started are 
the Menai Straits to Carnedd Llewelyn, 
Torridon up to the 972m of Spidean Coire 
nan Clach, or Greenodd Sands to Old Man 
of Coniston. 

8.
Complete a unique COAST-TO-
COAST
Wainwright’s walk from St Bees to Robin 
Hood’s Bay may be the route with the 
guidebooks and the tourists, but our island 
home offers an infi nite number coast-to-
coasts – just ask the route-vetters for the TGO 
Challenge! In the words of Fleetwood Mac: 
You Can Go Your Own Way (go your own way). 

10.
WALK from SUNSET to SUNRISE
“Walking at night brings a new perspective, 
everything is so much more focused,” says 
seasoned nightwalker Alan Rowan, author 
of Moonwalker: Adventures of a Midnight 
Mountaineer. “I love the silence that’s not 
quite silent, the whisper of water and the 
wind, the occasional bird and animal cry. 
And there’s always that great reveal when 
the mountains which have just been dark 
mysterious silhouettes start to change with 
the rising light.” 

6.
Complete the CALEDONIAN CHALLENGE
24 miles in 12 hours is always going to be testing. But the Caledonian Challenge will 
also take you and your team through some of Scotland’s most beautiful scenery, as 
part of an established event with great camaraderie and support. And if 24 miles 
of the West Highland Way sounds too easy, head out on ‘The 54’, that’s 54 miles of 
the West Highland Way and the Great Glen Way in 24 hours. Ouch. More than £14 
million pounds has been raised for charity through the Caledonian Challenge over 
the years – and that’s not to be taken lightly either. caledonianchallenge.com

Foreland Point, Exmoor National Park
Photo: Nigel Stone

11.
BACKPACK a classic 
RUNNERS’ ROUND
The concept of running non-stop for 24 
hours across the Lake District may be on 
a par with root canal work in appeal to 
some of us. Walking across it at your own 
pace over a few days, however, suddenly 
becomes infi nitely more appealing. A 
continuous run over the 42 fells of the 
Bob Graham Round is one of the great 
runners’ challenges, but here at TGO we 
prefer to follow this stunning route with a 
tent. In Wales, look to the Paddy Buckley 
and in Scotland to the Ramsay Round for 
epic running (or wonderful backpacking) 
classics. 

12.
Go on a COURSE 
There are many reasons for embarking on a 
Mountain Leader qualifi cation – you might 
want to supervise a DofE group, lead some 
friends or your walking club, or just to 
further your own hillwalking knowledge 
and confi dence. Between the National 
Mountain Centres at Glenmore Lodge and 
Plas y Brenin, there is a wealth of courses on 
offer – and we can vouch for the ML in 
particular. 

9.
PLAN a BOTHY-to-BOTHY WALK
With more than 100 shelters under the eye 
of the Mountain Bothies Association, there 
are more than enough to link up a handful 
of bothies for a multi-day walk. Take a tent 
in case they’re full, but bothy-to-bothy is a 
lovely way to structure a trip. 
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The day I took my
new lungs to the
Lake District
Words & photographs: 
Sharon Brennan 

“HurraH!” I said to my husband Chris as I flung my arms 
skywards and grinned at him. I had reached the summit of 
Cat Bells.

We were surrounded by other walkers – some taking 
photos, some finding a spot for lunch, others giving their 
dogs a drink. Climbing Cat Bells may have felt like an easy 
walk to many of them. For me it was the culmination of a 
seven-year ambition, nurtured while waiting for and then 
recovering from a double lung transplant. 

When I met Chris in the summer of 2007, one of the first 
things he spoke about was his love for the Lake District. He’d 
summited Helvellyn a few times in the past and dreamed of 
going hiking there with me. When he discovered quite how 
serious my Cystic Fibrosis was, we joked that instead we’d 
helicopter up there instead, all the while knowing that it was 
probably never to be. 

Cystic Fibrosis is an incurable genetic illness that I was 
born with, which gets worse over time. It mainly affects 
the lungs and over the years mine became so scarred from 
constant chest infections that just walking to a bus stop 
became hard. Even as a child I’d never been able to stretch 
myself very far physically. Hills and mountains were viewed 
from a car window or from the ground below, imagining 
what it would be like to look out from the summit. 

A few years after Chris and I met, after we had moved in 

together and married, it became clear that my health had 
taken a turn for the worse. Cystic Fibrosis was slowly getting 
the better of me. Eventually, at the age of 32, my doctors 
recommended I try for a double lung transplant as they 
believed I had less than two years to live without one.

After six months of tests to check that my body was 
strong enough to endure such a huge operation, I was listed 
for the transplant in March 2013. I’d been told I could wait 
up to three years because of the chronic shortage of donor 
organs and there were often dark days when I thought I 
wasn’t going to make it. But, miraculously, within six months 
I was called to Harefield Hospital, just outside the M25 in 
Buckinghamshire. Suitable donor lungs had been found 
and the 12-hour operation went ahead. Within a month I 
was discharged home with my new lungs and the realisation 
that my donor had not only saved my life but given me the 
opportunity to take on new adventures that had never before 
been possible for me.

Standing on top of Cat Bells, it was hard to reconcile 
my achievement with the person I had been just two years 
beforehand. By the January of 2013 I’d become so out of breath 
that I hadn’t even been able to put on shoes without help. 
Back then I had to use supplementary oxygen even when 
sitting still, to help my lungs cope while I was waiting for my 
transplant. And yet I’d just climbed up to 451m, exhilarated 
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Rosie sizing up the  
summit of Cat Bells

[above] Looking out over 
Derwent Water

Lake District
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with every step at how wonderful it felt to get out of breath by 
walking up through natural beauty.

During my other life, with my old lungs, I’d often get so 
out of breath just walking a few metres on the flat that I’d be 
forced to stop for minutes on end to catch my breath before 
I could start moving again. I used to joke to Chris and my 
friends that I was “just taking in the view”, even when that 
view was only the end of my street.  

As we wound up the paths to the summit from the edge 
of Derwent Water, I’d realised that my transplant had taught 
me to see the world differently. Even when I had the choice to 
push on, instead I stopped, breathed in, and looked out across 
the lake, reminded of the opening line from W.H. Davies’s 
poem, ‘Leisure’: “What is this life if, full of care / We have no 
time to stand and stare?”

Chris and I wondered aloud about the tourists taking the 
wooden boats across the lake below us – they looked like 
toys a child would play with in the bath. What adventures 
were they pursuing? We marvelled at the sunlight that cast 
a spotlight on one of the boats, streaking silver the froth it 
had forged in the water behind it. The sun dulled as the day 
progressed and during breaks as we climbed higher our 
attention shifted from the lake to the surrounding mountain 
ranges, shyly hiding their peaks from us that day. 

I began to notice the tiny details below my feet: the most 

delicate vanilla-coloured flowers sprouting between rocks and 
the vibrancy of tiny patches of purple heather. 

As we neared the summit, it came back to me how vast 
even small distances had felt in the days when my breathing 
was so laboured. Moving between rooms in my ground floor 
London flat had often seemed a Herculean task that had to 
be accomplished step by painful step, my back and lungs 
constantly hurting from the struggle to breathe. Those  
pre-transplant experiences have left me feeling humbled at 
the sheer largesse and majesty of our natural landscapes. 

I’d never before experienced what it was like to slowly 
climb metre by metre until suddenly the world has fallen away 
below you. It was overwhelming looking out at the undulating 
land spreading out below, a patchwork of fields marked out by 
the darker green of trees, giving way to the russet brown of the 
mountain heath.  

The last scramble to the top of Cat Bells took me by 
surprise. Wainwright’s assertion that Cat Bells was suitable 
for “grandmothers and infants” had lulled me into a false 
sense of security. I had envisaged a dignified walk through 
countryside but instead the last 30 metres were a challenge. 
Our dog Rosie, displaying the sure-footedness of her 
Patterdale terrier ancestry, flew over the rocks and crevices 
coming back occasionally to check on her owners. As I looked 
for foot-, knee- and hand-holds, more than once I followed 

Taking a break before Sharon 
tackles the scramble to the top

[right] View across Newlands 
valley towards Causey Pike and 
Barrow 
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the path she intuited among the mass of rocks. But the finale 
was an absolute delight. There is something fantastic about 
getting muddy and dirty and not caring.

The camaraderie Chris and I had sensed on the way up 
came into full effect in those last 30 metres, as strangers united 
to guide each other to the top. My donor was in my heart in 
that last push before we made the summit and her family’s gift 
to me was mirrored in the kindness and unity of my fellow 
walkers that afternoon.

After we reached the summit, we wound downwards 
through ferns, waiting at one point for a train of sheep to 
finish crossing our pathway. The foliage wrapped the hillside 
in alternating stripes of verdant green and vibrant orange, the 
season not yet fully committed to autumn. 

We reached the landing dock with 40 minutes to spare 
before the next boat was due to arrive to take us back to 
Keswick, so we sat on the rocks and looked out over the lake. 
Dusk was soon approaching and the wind was rippling the 
surface of the water. During my long illness I had been forced 
to learn to find happiness in sitting and watching and doing 
very little. Walking for me still feels miraculously novel, 
over two years on from my double lung transplant, but there 
remains something to be said for sitting still, at peace with the 
landscape. I took the time to breathe deep and be thankful for 
the journeys that I can now choose to make.

I am yet to try Helvellyn due to some ongoing health niggles 
linked to my Cystic Fibrosis but I know I will return to the Lake 
District. As I strode forth that day, taking so much pleasure 
from the experience, I realised that the joy of walking comes 
just as much from the future possibilities that spread out before 
us all as from achievements of a single day.  

As we neared the
summit, it came
back to me how vast
even small distances
had felt in the days
when my breathing
was so laboured

Lake District



Once known as the world’s greatest trek, Nepal’s Annapurna 
Circuit has fallen from popularity in recent years. But, as Terry Adby 
discovered, newly created trails are bringing it back to life

Return to 

WoRds: TeRRy Adby, PicTuRes: TeRRy Adby & MARgARiTA ZAldivAR

Annapurna
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‘The Ice Lake’ could be a place in a C.S.Lewis 
novel, but here at 4700m in Nepal’s Annapurna 
Himal it’s cradled amid peaks and snows that 
reflect in its translucent surface. Such beauty 
is not easily outdone, but the vision that I will 
forever treasure from this trip is actually behind 
my back. Across the Marsyangdi valley rises 
the sweeping, soaring expanse of the 8000m, 
30-mile-long Annapurna massif, glittering 
brilliant white in the sun. Can it really be true 
that the world’s trekkers have turned their backs 
on all this?

When Chris Bonington climbed Annapurna 
II in 1960, the trekking industry didn’t exist. But 
during his ground-breaking 1970 Annapurna 
South Face expedition, Bonington noted the 
beginnings of a foreign invasion in Nepal – and 
within 10 years the Annapurnas region, with its 
indigenous cultures and diverse landscapes, was 
considered the world’s top trekking destination, 
a reputation it maintained into the new 
millennium.

Things started changing in 2004. When 
road construction began along the route of the 
Annapurna Circuit, many – including me – saw 
it as a death knell for trekking here. Those fears 
were well-founded. “In 2009 the Annapurna trail 
was at the point of death” says Nepali outdoor 
activist, Prem Rai. “Now” he adds “it’s off life-
support. The trekkers are starting to return.” 
Numbers are still way down, but Rai and Belgian 
trekker, Andrees de Ruiter, have played a huge 
role in beginning to turn the situation around as, 
with no official support, and carrying nine litres 
of paint on trek at a time, they began identifying 
(sometimes creating) and waymarking trails 
around the Circuit which avoided the new road. 
They called them ‘New Annapurna Trekking 
Trails’ – or ‘NATT’ trails. The ‘New’ has since 
changed to ‘Natural.’ 

Late in 2015’s autumn season, I went to 
take a look. The ‘classic’ Annapurna Circuit 
circumnavigates the massif anti-clockwise; 
the Sanctuary trek to Annapurna I Base Camp 
exploring its cold heart. Roland Hunter of 
Nepalese trekking specialists The Mountain 
Company suggested we take a route linking 
a NATT version of the Circuit with the well-
known Sanctuary trek, combining the two via 
a recent diversion, up to 3700-metre Khopra 
Danda. We began in Besisahar.

Vulture circling 
above the 

Marsyangdi Valley 
near Braga, on the 

way to the Ice Lake

Trekking Himalayas

  April 2015  The Great Outdoors    49    



Tracks and Trails 
The trail wends through healthy rural 
communities and sheds light on the reality 
of the ‘road’, which is really a track, and 
one you can often get away from. Village 
folk make good use of it however, by 
foot, jeep and bus. Passing both a new 
hydro-electric scheme and the village 
of Bhulbhule, the morning is a lesson in 
the social, economic and environmental 
impacts of development in a landscape 
where competing interests exist. Here, 
lodge owners are clear losers, but the track 
up to Bahundanda (1310m) seems far 
less affected. It reminds me of the one to 
Namche Bazaar, on the Everest trail.

A tractor rocks and rolls precariously 
past, carrying bagged-up buffalo slurry, 
sloshing like a grotesque water bed. The 
track’s improved that job, but it’s hardly the 
M1. Past women sieving dahl and carrying 
cut grasses, we reach pristine Bahundanda 
on a green ridge, from where an idyllic 
path leads eventually to the interesting 
suspension bridge at Syange. A tough high 
route to Jagat has been hit by landslides, 
so we road-walk to Shrichaur, the ‘road’ 
so rough it barely merits the name. In the 
late afternoon, a watery, forest path drops 
into Chyamche, where the Tibetan culture 
is tangible, especially in the home-brewed 
millet wine.

A high path up the deepening valley 
to Sattale’s bright blooms continues on 
a scooped cliff, where the ground drops 

hundreds of metres through bamboo to 
the river. A steep ascent, relieved by a 
solitary tea shop, drops over into Tal, a 
well-kept village in a wide valley reached 
beneath riverside cliffs. Past the village, 
another section of trail has slipped away, 
causing a diversion down cliffs through 
angry bees. We arrive at the road as a jeep 
convoy trundles past, packed with smiling 
locals. The landslide site is a vertical slope 
of bouldery mud, the path as absent as the 
contractor (and cash) employed to repair 
it.  Karte’s narrow lanes turn into an even 
narrower path to dusty Dharapani, where 
we hear stories of damaging winds high 
up. We determine to check the weather 
forecast regularly.

Registration checked at Dharapani’s 
Conservation Area office, we pass the 
trailhead for Manaslu Circuit and, 
choosing one of three off-road options, 
ascend steps on steep cliffs to the intimate 
village of Odar, coming face-to-face with 
friendly village women gathered in its tiny 
centre. Continuing up, we pass buildings 
on stilts, animal bedding stores, meat-
drying ceiling racks in neat, rustic kitchens, 
and rows of huge turnips. Snow peaks 
appear, above a settlement where four 
generations are sat among honey bees and 
festival flowers. 

Descent through woodland to the 
gompas of Bagarchhap and Danakyu 
brings a glimpse of mighty Manaslu. Then a 
huge ascent begins to Timang, completing 

1000m for the morning. Our lunch lodge’s 
colourful garden is full of vegetables, its 
noodles cooked to perfection, and Manaslu 
looks mightier still. Soon, Lumjung Himal 
towers above the prayer flags of Koto, and 
we fork off on the trail to Chame, arriving 
in time for the sunset on the summit from 
the Hotel Manaslu View.

To The ice lakes
Beyond the benign face of the gompa 
(monastery) and the displays of doughnuts 
and fake branded gear, we arrive at a bridge 
of tatty prayer flags and a pile of colourful 
mandala stones. The ‘road’ beyond 
squeezes between village houses into a 
high-sided valley, where a NATT trail 
strikes uphill through forest, water falling 
in stepped pools across the valley. Beyond, 
a way cut under precipitous cliffs brings us 
to a bridge, where the trail ascends through 
pines, and down to Dhukurphokari for 
apple pie beneath Annapurna II, reflecting 
a blinding light.

Crossing the Marsyangdi Nadi, yaks 
graze brown fields as we begin a steady 
ascent to Upper Pisang, its bright flags 
billowing in the breeze, beneath Annapurna 
II’s vast north face. The high route from 
the village hugs an open hillside, before a 
suspension bridge over a wide ravine marks 
the ascent to Ghyaru where stupendous 
vistas are accompanied by some equally 
good yak cheese. Beyond the village, we 
traverse the curving mountainside to a 

[left] Women carrying basketloads 
of dung in Braga; 

[above] Elderly village lady in Odar; 

[opposite]  Walking down past 
the smaller ice lake with the 
Annapurna massif across the valley
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When road construction began along the route of the 
Annapurna Circuit, many – including me – saw it as a 

death knell for trekking here

promontory, avalanche rumbles emanating 
from the Annapurna massif opposite and 
an eagle hunting below. 

We race against time across a plateau, 
past a working monastery, descending 
steeply through pines to rustic Julu, as the 
sun sets behind the Annapurnas’ great 
heights, beams over-shooting the ridge and 
lighting up the long, white crest. There’s 
a waymarked high route to Braga, but we 
take the lower alternative, past cliffs of 
sculpted towers, entering Braga at dusk.

The ‘acclimatisation walk’ to the Ice 
Lakes is a highlight of the Circuit. Passing 
Braga’s historic monastery, the trail cuts 
across the hillside. Above the Manang 

Valley, a multitude of vultures and eagles 
circle on massive wingspans. A traversing 
ascent from the snowline winds round 
to the icy lakes, the biggest and highest 
marked by a white chorten. But it’s the eye-
level meeting with the incomprehensible 
scale and beauty of the Annapurnas that 
takes the breath away. 

Across the pAss
Descent to Manang is easy. The village is 
clean and well-constructed, combining 
good services with an authentic life, 
apparent as we almost get trampled by 
bolting horses at the town’s gateway. You 
could easily spend a week or more on 

excursions here, but after a rest day our 
next step is the steady 500m rise to Yak 
Kharka – ‘yak meadows’.

Approaching the mountain pass of 
Thorung La (5416m) weather forecasts 
take on growing importance. Huge snows 
caused by Cyclone Hudhud killed dozens 
there in 2014, and it pays to be well-
informed. In Himalayan terrain it’s an 
inexact science, but before leaving Manang, 
we get several predictions, generally 
encouraging but with a warning of possible 
high winds developing. 

In the morning thin high cloud 
glides cross Annapurna’s pristine white 
ridges, and some redness forms in the 
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sky. Easy ground leads up to the seasonal 
communities of Ledar and Chuli Ledar. 
Blue sheep graze the hillsides and white 
eagles head down-valley. � e deepening 
ravine gets increasingly barren, and a wide 
fan of landslide terrain demands a speedy 
crossing, not easy at 4400m. Finally, the 
stony valley leads to the lodges of � orung 
Pedi. Less than 1000 vertical metres remain 
to � orung La and our last weather update 
from the sat-phone looks good.

At 5am, the surrounding snow peaks 
brilliant in the moonlight, zigzags lead 
towards a black breach. We get to Phedi 
High Camp by daybreak, and wonder again 
if the strange clouds and red skies are some 
kind of warning. Classic scenery unfolds 
towards the heart of the pass, including 
ice-clad � orung Peak, and ranks of ridged 
summits. At 5000m we � nd the last tea 
shop before the summit. Ninety minutes’ 
steady ascent later, we arrive at � orung La’s 
atmospheric display of � ags, and tiny tea 
shop, in barely a breath of wind. � e most 
trekkers that we’ll see all trip are gathered 
here at the top. Across the pass is Mustang, 
and its iconic landscape of dry hills and 
snowy tops bordering the Tibetan plateau. 
� e drawn-out descent to Muktinath M
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begins. Three hours brings the teashops 
of Chamber Bhu, and in one more we are 
overlooking Muktinath’s monasteries and 
temples, and distant Dhaulagiri, relieved 
that the pass is behind us.

The high route to Kagbeni provides the 
antidote to the Thorung La’s exertions, a 
downward stroll of Tibetan-style villages, 
colourful monasteries, ancient manis, 
fertile farmlands and great mountains. 
A woodland ‘kani’ gate leads to a fertile 
land of subtle colours, before a low-sided 
bridge over a black ravine brings us to a 
bare plateau. Far distant, NATT-ignorant 
trekkers trudge the dusty ‘road.’ 

We’ve crossed a watershed, and the 
Kali Gandaki river – source of the region’s 
lifeblood – appears. Entering the stone 
streets of Kagbeni, a sign reminds us we are 
prohibited to travel north towards Upper 
Mustang. The town’s cafes are welcoming, 
even trendy, but a view from the lodge 
of ploughing yaks and towering Nilgiri 
remind us where we really are. From here 
we’re Jomsom-bound to see what they say is 
the Annapurnas’ road at its worst.

The track drops to the river bed. An 
adventurous NATT trail is waymarked west 
of the Kali Gandaki while here, mountain 
bikers and local families share the lowland 
track. One or two jeeps pass, but they can’t 
detract from the glorious surroundings. 
Two hours bring us to Jomsom, a popular 
by-word for the demise of the Annapurna 
Circuit, but avoiding the road south is 
where the NATT trails come into their 
own. On the east of the river, we pick up the 
Marpha path, giving a distant perspective 
on Jomsom’s spectacular geographical 
setting. Through picturesque Thini, where 
we buy apples from a man standing in an 
apple tree, via Dhumba, we take one of two 
marked trails, to colourful Kuchup Terenga 
gompa, sitting on an exposed hilltop spur, 
with wide views north up the Kali Gandaki. 
The NATT trail continues on forested 
hillside to Chhairo, but we locate a wooden 
bridge, and cross to Marpha, a white town 
of carved windows, a dominant red gompa, 
and access to Dhaulagiri Base Camp. 

We reach Chhairo, with its fenced 
Tibetan refugee camp, the next day via 
a river bridge, walking south as a rescue 
helicopter flies silhouetted like an insect 
against Tukuche peak. Water gurgles fast 
under the village streets, but the people 
go quietly about their business. We exit 
south and walk directly across the Kali 
Gandaki’s mile-wide grey gravels, locating 
a simple bridge marked by a fir sprig, and 
into Tukuche town’s charming Yak Hotel 
for lunch. 

 [opposite]
Looking towards 

the classic Mustang 
region landscape from 

about half way down 
the Throung La; 

[above] Flags at the top 
the Thorung La pass 

[left] Looking from 
above Kagbeni north 

up the Kali Gandaki 
valley towards Upper 

Mustang
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RIDGES OVER THE RIVER GORGE
To regain the NATT trail, the dusty, shade-
free road brings us to a swept-away bridge, 
replaced with square-cut logs thrown 
across the river’s numerous separate 
channels, to the settlement of Sauru. 
� ere a path runs south above glinting 
waters, a scene of pure tranquility down 
to the tremendous bowl of Kokhethanti, 
set in the world’s deepest river gorge, 
late sun lighting up Dhaulagiri’s snow-
� uted summit ridges. � rough riverside 
communities, we arrive in Kalopani to 
sunset on Annapurna I. 

Dropping brie� y to the empty road at 
Ghaumaune, where a beekeeper shows 
o�  his traditional tree-trunk hives, we 
continue to the checkpoint marking the 
end of the Mustang district, from where 
a cli� side trail leads to the closed lodges 
of Pairothapla. Past Kopchepani, a hot 
90-metre ascent arrives at a green terrace 
where elderly inhabitants, at once tough 
and frail, tend their homes and livestock, 
opposite a plunging waterfall. We revise 
plans to attack the lower slopes of the 
Khopra Ridge via Lower Narcheng, and 
cross to take the ‘road’ to Tatopani (1190m) 
arriving at nightfall, grateful for the 
convenience.

Heading south across Tatopani’s 
converging rivers, we aim for the NATT 
trail up to Khopra Danda. A steep way 
leads through quiet farmsteads to a 
ridge overlooking Ghara, where women 
busy themselves with the chores of rural 
survival, including sitting in circles 

Travel operators: Terry’s trek took 24 days 
and was organised by local specialists The 
Mountain Company (www.themountaincompany.
co.uk). The Annapurna region is also popular 
with independent trekkers – if you choose to 
trek without the support of a trekking fi rm, it’s 
crucial to have a means of accessing regular 
weather forecasts (Terry’s party carried satellite 
phones). 

Flights: were booked via The Flight Centre 
(www.fl ightcentre.co.uk).

Getting around: All of Terry’s internal 
transportation arrangements were via The 
Mountain Company (including private road 
transport and an internal fl ight). Under normal 
circumstances tourist buses are a good option 
for travelling between destinations in Nepal on 
a budget, but in November and December 2015 
Nepal was in the midst of a fuel crisis. 

Where to stay: The plethora of teashops and 
lodges along most of the trail is one of the 
beauties of trekking in the Annapurna region. 
Some lodges are permanently operated, others 
are seasonal. In the peak season of October into 
November, it may be advisable to try to book 
ahead in some places.Lodge accommodation 
is generally very cheap (around 300 rupees is 
typical), but you are expected to eat there and 
there is no heating, so you need warm clothes 
and a good sleeping bag.

The Lakeside area of Pokhara is packed with 
accommodation options to suit all budgets but 
after 24 days of exertion Terry splashed out 
on a couple of nights of comfort at the Mount 
Kailash Resort (www.mountkailashresort.com). In 
Kathmandhu, for a comfortable start and fi nish, 
he based himself at The Hotel Tibet 
(www.hotel-tibet.com.np) in the Lazimpath area.

Eating and drinking: Trail teashops and lodges 
are ideal for breakfast, dinner and lunch, 
generally providing a consistent standard of 
good value food. Prices generally go up as you 
reach higher altitude. For free, clean water 
check out the Safe Drinking Water stations 
along the route, a scheme set up with offi cial 
support from New Zealand. Plastic pollution is 
a major issue in Nepal so try at all costs to avoid 
buying drinks in plastic bottles.

Visas: All foreigners require a visa for entry 
into Nepal. Most people will obtain their visa 
on arrival at Kathmandu airport. You will need 
one passport photo and the equivalent of 
40 US dollars for a 30-day visa. To trek in the 
Annapurna Conservation Area you also need 
to obtain a blue TIMS registration card (www.
timsnepal.com), which is free, and a conservation 
fee, best paid in advance (www.ntnc.org.np).

ESSENTIAL INFORMATION

vigorously beating millet with long 
sticks. Trees give a cooling shade up to 
Shikha Deurali and beyond to Swanta’s 
strati� ed harvest � elds, where a one-man 
chorus of wailing and bell-ringing echoes 
from a rustic Hindu temple. � e 1500m 
ascent through forest to Khopra Danda 
is uphill all the way, but trees and clouds 
hold back the heat of the sun. � rough 
rhodedendrons and swirling mists, we 
reach Khopra Community Lodge late in 
the day, bang on the ridge and thankfully 
open. Annapurna South, Fang, Nilgiri and 
Dhaulagiri dodge in and out of ethereal 
cloud as the warden lobs more dung into 
the brazier.  

In the thick-frosted morning, clearer 
views of the great peaks soon � ll in, and 
the frozen path backtracks to a pond 
marked by Buddhist � ags, the start of a 
long traverse of wide slopes that’s narrow 
and awkward at times, over grass, roots 
and rock slopes, dropping into small 
ravines and across their frozen streams. 
Our target, Tadapani, still seems remote, 
so we push on, helped by cooling cloud. 
� e spectacularly situated trail leads down 
and around high cli� s before ascending to 
a well-de� ned ridge. Finally, a� er a jungle-
like descent with autumn leaves thick on 
the ground, Tadapani’s lodges appears 
amidst the trees. 

Trekking Himalayas
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Sunset across 
Gandharwa Chuli in 
the Annapurna Himal 
from Annapurna 
Base Camp



TO BASE CAMP
Macchapuchare’s distinctive double summit 
rises from misty cloud at dawn. Huge 
rhododendron woods and fertile terraces 
lead down and across the Kimrong Khola 
and up to the spectacular mountain vistas 
of Upper Chomrong, from where the Modi 
Khola valley penetrates the heart of the 
Annapurnas. � e ‘Sanctuary’ is part of the 
Annapurna Conservation Area Project, but 
it needs no waymarkers.

� e so-called ‘1000 steps’ to Lower 
Chomrong plunge into the deep landscape 
of blue sky, green hills and snow peaks. I 
count more than 2500 down to the bridge 
over the Chomrong Khola, and then the 
uphill begins, through the warm forest, 
home to orange and blue minivet birds 
and � ocks of squawking parakeets.  From 
Sinuwa’s immaculate lodges, ups and downs 
bring us to Bamboo, the said material much 
in evidence. An unrelenting hour to Dovan 
becomes a trudge through jungle cloud, the 
Modi Khola sounding from invisible depths, 
a langur monkey curled in a tree feeding in 
the gloom. � e soggy trail passes the lodges 
of ‘Himalaya’, a � ne drizzle falling. If it’s snow 

Trails: NATTs trails are thought to be the fi rst 
ever use of European-style waymarking in the 
Himalayas, and the idea still needs time to get 
established and consolidated in a way that 
means trails will not be disrupted. They are still a 
work in progress. 

If you have time, one of the advantages of 
the Annapurnas Circuit is the number of side 
trips and extensions on offer. Defi nitely worth 
looking into. 

Infrastructure: The Annapurna region was not 
signifi cantly impacted by the earthquake of 
April 2015 although, like the rest of Nepal, it 
was affected by drastically reduced trekking 
tourism – down at least 50% across the country. 
However, there are areas that have been 
affected by major landslides in recent years. 

Fitness: Anyone with normal hillwalking 
fi tness should not struggle too greatly on this 

trek. Starting from Besisahar and completing a 
combined Circuit and Sanctuary trek, you have 
a gentle start, make a steady ascent, and have 
plenty of time to get fi t and acclimatise along 
the route. 

When to go: Early-October to mid-November 
are the busiest times for trekking, but mid-
November to mid-December, while a little 
colder, is likely to be quieter, clearer and even 
drier. April and May are also popular seasons for 
the Annapurna area. 

Money: You can change sterling into Nepali 
rupees in Kathmandu and Pokhara. 

Guides, Maps & Websites: For all of the trekking 
possibilities on and around the NATT trails, pick 
up Prem Rai and Andres de Ruiter’s ‘Trekking 
the Annapurna Circuit’, published by Himalayan 
Travel Guides. You can fi nd it in Kathmandu 
book shops or even buy it online as a download. 

The third edition is due out soon at the 
time of writing. Get more information from 
www.trekwithpremrai.blogspot.com and 
www.nepal-dia.de 

The essential accompaniment to ‘Trekking 
the Annapurna Circuit’ is Nepamaps’ trekking 
map ‘Around Annapurna’ (www.himalayan-
maphouse.com), which marks the route of the 
NATT trails, and other alternative trails. It even 
comes in a handy pocket version, which costs 
less than two dollars, and can be easily found in 
Nepali bookshops. 

Lonely Planet’s ‘Trekking in the Nepal Himalaya’ 
is a superbly researched source of all the usual 
information that you would expect to fi nd there, 
including a great detail of trail and cultural 
detail, and practical information.

Terry Adby was sponsored with equipment by 
Rab and Cotswold Outdoor.

higher up, avalanches could fall on the path 
ahead from the unseen slopes of Hiunchuli 
above. In the wrong conditions the danger is 
very real, but porters assure us all is well. � e 
valley � oor opens out, between towering 
walls, glacial meltwater thundering down 
them. Entering the avalanche hotspot, the 
danger zone feels innocuous, but soon 
several thousand tonnes of avalanche debris 
suggest otherwise. Great peaks of the central 
Annapurna Himal appear at the head of 
the valley, Machhapuchare and its glaciers 
across the waters. 

Machhapuchare Base Camp, reached 
through a narrowing gorge, is a misnomer, 
ascents of this sacred mountain being 
prohibited. Views west to Fang (7647m) 
hint at the closeness of Annapurna I, still 
obscured to its north. Soon, clouds roll in, 
seemingly from nowhere, stealing away 
both views and warmth. Just as quickly, they 
disappear, and we begin the � nal ascent 
to Annapurna Base Camp. Reaching the 
snowline, the notorious south face begins 
to dominate. � e deep trench of the South 
Annapurna Glacier spills down from its 
three massive upper prongs, slowly ripping 

the side o�  the mountain. Above is the 
treacherous, beguiling beauty of steep slopes 
of coloured rock,  shocking accumulations 
of hanging ice, � elds of � uted snows leading 
up to the elusive summit, its powdery 
spindri�  spiraling like a spirit up into the 
sky. It’s a true taste of Himalayan scale as, 
the sun setting, the skies to the east turn 
pink and blue. A� er a cold night, and the 
light show of early morning, to the sound 
of thunderous avalanches, we pick out the 
epic Bonington south face route as, in the 
warming sun, others dri�  away to leave us 
alone with the 10th highest mountain on 
earth, in all its extraordinary detail.

It’s a huge high point in every sense, but 
our three-day sprint to the transport hub of 
Naya Pul also begins here. As we leave Base 
Camp, I note a certain mentally-induced 
wobbliness in my legs, suggesting that a� er 
three weeks’ trekking, they have already 
made their own adjustment. And so have I. 
While things have changed, and will no 
doubt continue to do so, I can now see how 
the Annapurnas remain one of the greatest 
trekking destinations on earth. All you need 
is NATTs.

The sun sets behind the Annapurnas’ great heights, 
beams over-shooting the ridge and lighting up 

the long, white crest
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V I E W P O I N T

Fans of irony should note that these 
days, when you walk on Kinder Scout, the 
two identities of gritstone, the wild and the 
industrial, sit side-by-side. � e early 
industrial revolution was o� en powered by 
natural resources found in the Pennines, 
but in time the resulting pollution would 
denude those moors of their vegetation and 
life. Today, many of the protective paths 
which have been built by Moors for the 
Future as part of the wider regeneration of 
the Peak District uplands are made with 
gritstone � ags taken from disused local 
mills. Paths made of square slabs thread 
past these wild and wonderful shapes. 
Some people don’t like this intervention, or 
at best see it as a necessary evil, but for me 
there is something poetic in the conversion 
of the mills back to the hills, the returning 
of the rock to the place it came from, in the 
e� ort to undo the damage of the past. 

But on this day of spectacularly 
unforgiving weather, so typical of the 
extraordinary and unsettling winter, the 

IT WAS A HORRIBLE day to be out. � e tail 
end of Storm Gertrude was sweeping over 
the hills. In the rest of Britain lorries were 
overturning, pylons were collapsing and 
TV reporters were standing pointlessly next 
to the sea. Here in the Peak District, 
impenetrable low cloud, gale-force winds 
and frigid curtains of rain made for a 
bruising walk circling Grinds Brook. But 
the weird miracle is that even the most 
unpleasant days in the hills contain a 
reward somewhere that makes them seem 
worth it once the feeling has returned to 
your � ngers. 

In this case it comes in the form of the 
extraordinary, otherworldly gritstone 
sculptures that are to be found occupying 
escarpments all around the Peak District, 
but are arguably at their most outrageous 
on the fringes of the Kinder Scout plateau. 
As I approach them they loom out of the 
grey abyss, perfectly alien, as if some 
hitherto unclassi� ed lifeforms crash-landed 
on earth. 

A dark and mischievous magic 
surrounds gritstone, nowhere more so than 
here. � ere is a sort of musicality and charm 
to these shapes. Like clouds, people see 
forms and � gures in them: elephant trunks, 
giant snails, pointing � ngers, leaping seals, 
kissing couples and stern faces. And the 
rules of physics rarely seem to apply. Huge 
hulking rocks are supported by slender 
stems; surreally shaped boulders balance at 
an angle that seems as if a push could send 
them tumbling. 

Climbers and walkers may associate 
gritstone with the exuberant spectacles it 
provides on windswept Pennine ridges like 
this, but in society at large it is closely 
bonded with the urban landscape. � is the 
stu�  from which the towns of the industrial 
Pennines were raised. As a building 
material it is more commonly called 
Millstone Grit, its very name expressing the 
close intertwining of its identity with 
industry. 

elemental energy seems to overpower 
everything. � ese formations are the 
artwork of eons. In the � uidity of their 
forms you can see the turbulence of the 
atmosphere rendered in rock, their shapes 
re� ecting the incredible dynamism of the 
weather. As I walk, the furious churn of the 
wind and water almost seems to bring them 
alive. Wind whips around and over them in 
lacerating bursts. Water on the surface of 
them de� es gravity, pinned to the rock by 
the force of the wind so that it runs 
horizontally over the stone in trembling 
rivulets before reaching the edge and � ying 
into the air in plumes of spray. When I am 
� nally back in the comforting con� nes of 
Edale, it feels like I have journeyed from 
another planet, and I wrap my hands 
around a pint with tingling � ngers and a 
sense of wonder that lingers long into the 
working week.  

Kinder Scout gritstone shapes on a sunnier day Photo: Carey Davies
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Dark Satanic Millstone Grit 
The signature rock of the industrial Pennines is also a wild wonder, as 

Carey is reminded during a tumultuous walk on Kinder Scout

Follow Carey on Twitter: 
@carey_davies
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Backpacking
Chris Townsend

A night in an igloo
In February, after weeks of mixed weather, 

Chris fi nally grabbed a brief window 
of opportunity to sleep under snow

wind. A few possibilities were passed by. 
� ere’d be something better up ahead, we 
thought. And there was: a � attish area under 
a shallow bank. My ski pole went in up to 
the handle. Plenty of snow for an igloo and 
for a door below the level of the � oor so 
warm air wouldn’t escape. We stamped out 
an area, le�  it to harden for a short while 
then began making blocks with Igloo Ed’s 
marvellous Icebox tool (www.grandshelters.
com/icebox-igloo). I was glad to be building 
an igloo out in the hills where it belonged. 
Last year the only igloo I built was in an 
indoor ski centre in Glasgow on the hottest 
day of the year!

Four hours later, a� er much shovelling of 
snow and breaks for hot drinks, our home 
for the night was complete. Below a few 
inches of dry powder the snow had been 
damp and granular, ideal for packing into 
solid blocks. Shovelling it was hard work 
though and my muscles told me it had been 
a while since I’d done anything like this. 
� e � nal section of the igloo was � nished 
soon a� er sunset – I’m always amazed that 
this horizontal piece stays in place – and we 
moved inside. Outside the temperature was 
dropping and the wind was bitter. Inside 
it was much warmer, almost cosy in fact. 
Soon boiling water was � lling the igloo with 
steam as dinner cooked while we stretched 

A ROLLERCOASTER OF weather conditions 
marked the early part of the winter, with 
snow coming and going with amazing 
rapidity. Sometimes there was a snowfall 
and a thaw within 24 hours, with the 
temperatures dropping below freezing and 
then rising to unseasonable heights with 
amazing rapidity. � e only constants were 
the strong winds and cloudy skies. Finally in 
mid February the weather began to settle. 
Snow fell and stayed. � e temperatures 
remained cold. � e wind eased. Time, I 
thought, for an igloo.

With three companions from the 
Inverness Backcountry Snowsports Club I 
set o�  from Glen A� ric towards the
cloud-shrouded peak of Toll Creagach. 
Down in the glen there was little snow 
and the ground was muddy and sodden 
from weeks of rain and snowmelt. Having 
skis on our backs made for arduous going, 
especially when the hillside steepened. 
Good for balance, I thought, as I teetered 
upwards under my top-heavy swaying load. 
Finally we reached the � rst big snow� elds 
and were able to put our skis on and 
progress more easily. Up here the wind was 
sharp and cold with hints of sleet and snow. 

For an igloo site we were looking for 
somewhere where the snow was deep and 
there was at least some shelter from the 

out and relaxed on our insulating mats. 
Dawn came with a grey light 

percolating the walls of the igloo. Outside 
a little snow had fallen and dark clouds 
suggested there was more to come. � e 
wind was still blowing. Above us Toll 
Creagach was still hidden in the clouds. 
We headed up anyway, enjoying skiing 
with light packs. On reaching the edge 
of the mist and a broad ridge dotted with 
rocks where it looked as though we’d 
have to carry the skis to continue, we 
stopped. � is was far enough. Stripping 
the climbing skins from our skis we turned 
and skied back down to the igloo, my 
� rst long descent of the season. Di� erent 
muscles were soon aching.

Back at the igloo we packed up as snow 
began to fall more heavily and then skied 
o�  rather more precariously due to our big 
packs. Soon there was more heather than 
snow on the ground and more rain than 
snow in the air. Reluctantly the skis went 
back on the packs and we began the long 
walk out. � e rain hammered down. It was 
the wettest walk I’d had in a while. I didn’t 
mind. � e igloo had been a success and 
that’s why I was there.   

Follow Chris on Twitter: 
@townsendoutdoor

Relaxing inside the igloo Photo: Chris Townsend
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Environment
Roger Smith

Keeping our house in order
Roger looks at a critical conservation case in the South East

on supposedly protected land. � e 
government has set sti�  targets for house 
building (a million new homes by 2020) so 
developers are naturally eyeing up prime 
sites. However, it has been clearly shown 
that they don’t need to touch protected 
areas such as Farthingloe.

A survey by � e Guardian newspaper 
revealed that nine top house-building 
companies already hold between them 
over 600,000 plots of land – more than four 
times the number of houses built last year. 
In other words, they don’t need to look for 
any new land to build on for another four 
years. In addition to this, CPRE estimate 
that there are up to a million ‘brown� eld’ 
sites (places where previous development 
has taken place) that could be used for 
housing in the UK.

No surprise then that the housing charity 
Shelter has described the housing market 
as ‘dysfunctional’. It makes you wonder if 
planning o�  cers are aware of these facts. 
If they are, it is much to their discredit that 
schemes such as Farthingloe are given the 
go-ahead. It makes a mockery of the whole 
system of protective designations: but the 
present government has already shown a 
disinclination to reinforce that protection 
many times.

No-one would argue that we don’t need 
a considerable amount of new housing. � e 
debates are about what type of housing it 
is and where it is sited. � e greatest need 

A VALLEY WEST of Dover has become the 
unlikely focus of a conservation battle that 
could have far-reaching consequences. 
Farthingloe is part of the Kent Downs Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and 
is in many ways a typical piece of English 
countryside: full of subtle beauty with 
attractive mixed woodland and a wide range 
of wildlife. � e North Downs Way is nearby 
and the valley is within a stone’s throw of the 
iconic chalk cli� s which extend either side 
of the busy port of Dover.

Farthingloe is currently subject to a 
proposal by property developers China 
Gateway International for 521 new houses, 
a 90-apartment retirement village, health 
spa and retail outlets. All of this is within 
the AONB. In a linked development, a 
further 31 homes are planned at nearby 
Western Heights and a large old building 
called Victoria Hall would be converted 
into a 130-room hotel.

All of this would completely destroy this 
part of the AONB. � e development has 
been approved by Kent County Council, 
but is currently subject to a last-ditch � ght 
by the Campaign for the Protection of 
Rural England (CPRE) who are seeking a 
judicial review. � ey have failed in their 
� rst attempt to do this but have now 
appealed.

Farthingloe matters not just for its 
own sake but because it could be the � rst 
of many such applications for housing 

is for a� ordable homes, conveniently 
sited and planned on the basis of creating 
or expanding communities with all the 
necessary services planned in from the 
outset. Farthingloe � ts none of those 
criteria: it is as ill-suited to its location 
and purpose as was Donald Trump’s 
notorious golf course and luxury housing 
development at Menie near Aberdeen which 
ruined part of a unique and fragile SSSI.

We need, as a matter of urgency, to make 
developers start to use up the plots they 
already hold (most of which have planning 
permission) and we also need, possibly 
even more urgently, to issue a strongly 
worded directive to all local authorities 
that protected areas are just that, legally 
protected, and should not be used for 
development unless overwhelming need 
can be proved. 

� ere are 46 AONBs in England and 
Wales and we need every one of them. Let’s 
just remind ourselves what they are called 
– Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
� ose last three words are a characteristic 
of the British countryside, and one of its 
main attractions for all of us as walkers 
(and of course for the vital tourist industry 
as a whole). � ere should be no question 
of major development in these areas, and 
it is greatly to CPRE’s credit that they are 
continuing the � ght to save Farthingloe.

Farthingloe is a relatively small area 
of countryside but in the context of 
what’s at stake there, this is an issue of 
national importance, without doubt. � e 
Conservative MP for Dover, Mr Charles 
Elphicke, described CPRE as “a self-
appointed campaign group [who] should 
stop being arrogant and spend more 
time listening to the people of Dover”. 
In a measured response, CPRE said that 
“our beautiful and treasured landscapes 
are meant to receive the highest level 
of protection under national planning 
policy. We need to make sure this level of 
protection is enforced”.

By a neat coincidence, the Wild Walks 
secion in this month’s magazine includes 
a walk along the wonderful Seven Sisters 
chalk cli� s in Sussex where, as Roger 
Butler describes, there was a similar threat 
of development in the 1930s. Happily, it 
was resisted and no-one would dream of 
developing that area today. We can only 
hope that Farthingloe has a equally secure 
future. 

Farthingloe in the Kent 
Downs AONB 

Photo: Vicky Ellis, CPRE Kent
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Hillwalkers’ Library
Jim Perrin

The High Mountains of Britain and Ireland 
Irvine Butterfi eld

Jim celebrates a guidebook now 
widely acknowledged as a classic 

Yet, like the hill it summarised as “one 
of the great isolated mountain massifs of 
Scotland”, once I’d made a start somehow 
it captivated. 

Ken, to whose role in promoting 
mountain writing I can never give enough 
praise, was wary. � e sheer volume of 
words, the cost of production, weighed 
upon him. 

A� er spending a weekend with the 
typescript, and pondering Ken’s insistence 
that it needed cutting down by 50%, I 
gave him my view in one of our combative 
Monday-morning editorial dialogues: 
that beneath the verbal � ab, which was 
easily cleared away, was a fabulously 
worthwhile, thorough and idiosyncratic 
approach to the whole Munro project. 

Irvine Butter� eld, the author, was a 
Yorkshire-born exciseman living in Perth 
(sadly, he died in 2009 at the age of 72), 
who had devoted the leisure moments of 
his adult life to enjoyment of Scottish 
wild country. 

His legacy – even at half its original 
length – is a book that, like no other, 
enables the hill-walker to come to know 
particularly the wild land of Scotland. 
(It even squeezes in the 3000-foot hills of 
England, Wales and Ireland, but don’t be 
fooled. � e meat of this book is Scottish 
through and through). And it gives you 
the essence, the knowledge useful to the 
� rst-time ascensionist, in terse phrases 
resonant with experience:

McCook’s Cottage lies at the foot of a huge 
slope, above a small bay in the shores of 
Loch Ericht. Reputedly haunted, it’s one of 
the most inaccessible houses even in the 
Highlands. � e hill into the southern � ank 
of which it nestles is as entrancingly 
remote as any in Britain, and one of the 
most memorable. If you want atmosphere, 
that of Ben Alder comes with such vast and 
brooding intensity that recollection of it 
will endure a lifetime.

� e book from which the brief 
prefatory description comes (McCook’s 
Cottage, now a bothy, is generally known 
as Ben Alder Cottage) will also last you 
an active lifetime. Guidebooks haven’t 
� gured large in this column, and this 
month’s choice is, in its lavish way, a guide 
of sorts – though Chris Townsend, doyen 
of all things lightweight, might have 
nightmares at the thought of stowing this 
mighty tome in his rucksack.

It’s Irvine Butter� eld’s � e High 
Mountains of Britain and Ireland (1986). 
I should confess an interest here. In 
1982, while working as editor for Ken 
Wilson’s magisterial mountain publishing 
project Diadem Books, I was handed a 
typescript to read through and report 
back on its viability. It ran, as I recall, to 
more than a thousand pages. Picking 
up its several ring-binders to carry o�  
home and read through, I groaned at the 
sheer bulk of it. � is was the Ben Alder 
of British mountain book manuscripts. 

“South of the waterfall at the head of 
the corrie wall, an easy passage is found to 
the plateau north of Mayar’s summit, a 
dreadful waste of mossy grass and peat… 
To the west, this grim moor falls to the 
Canness Glen.”

Or again:
“Imagine a 3000�  scree curtain on a 

sea-wall, and there you have some 
impression of Beinn Sgritheall.”

I’ve always thought that less than 
fair to this � ne whaleback north of 
Loch Hourn that’s one of the glorious 
viewpoints in the Western Highlands 
(when you can see it, that is). But 
Irvine’s no longer around to debate the 
judgement, and many would agree with 
him anyway and dismiss my attachment 
as sentimentality.

What’s certain is the degree in which 
this book must have acted as inspiration 
and source of guidance for decades now 
to Munroists. My copy has a long 
inscription from Irvine. Part of it reads: 
“among all my happy memories of the long 
industrious hours is the feeling of 
camaraderie as time a� er time… a word 
here, a slide there, helped to piece the 
whole jigsaw of experience together.”

Now, generations can feel grateful 
to Irvine and Ken for assembling so 
inexhaustibly rich and so useful a visual 
and verbal impression – wild, forbidding, 
above all alluring – of the highland 
hills. 

“� e bridge near McCook’s Cottage 
is swept away from time to time, 

so be prepared for 
a lengthy detour upstream.”
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New Book Reviews
Beyond the Fell Wall
Richard Skelton                       
Little Toller, £12

The laTesT in Little Toller’s series of 
monographs, this unusual book by Richard 
Skelton records the time he spent living in 
the landscape of South Cumbria.

Skelton is also a musician. His work – 
whether written or composed – frequently 
incorporates emotional responses to 
particularly important places, and on the 
pages of this beautifully put together little 
book, the writing has space to breathe, to 
be, and to be taken in at a slow pace. There 
are pencil drawings by illustrator Michael 
Kirkman and a beguiling lino-cut cover.

Two voices are at work here, the first 
that of the observer/narrator – Skelton 
himself, laying down words and ideas like 
stones used according to their shape and 
size and usefulness in the construction of a 
dry-stone wall. 

The second voice is that of the watcher, 
someone or something that is older than 
us, and is possessed of the omniscient 
viewpoint of nature herself. This is a 
witness to life and death, to celebration and 
decay and ultimately to prophesy. 

Skelton’s book arrives at a point in time 
when the idiosyncratic Cumbrian dialect 
is fading away. But among the stories he 
unearths, sometimes literally through his 
investigations of the ground underneath 
which he walks and the old walls he lives 
besides, Skelton brings it back to life. He 
creates (or rebuilds) vocabularies of rock: 
of wall-building terms, of field names – a 
litany in themselves – Otter Holes, Fox 
Burgh, Flood Acre, High Intake, Hunger 
Field, Cacklemackle.

A wall of namings snakes its way down 
one page; another makes its own enclosure 
of white space. It is this naming of things 
local that so entranced me as a child come 
to live in the same landscape. I wanted 
to be able to imbibe and possess this new 
language. Revisiting some of this through 
Skelton’s book has been a joy.  I hear again 
the voices of my farmer friends John 
and Nan Todd of Wallenrigg Farm near 
Broughton and of the farmers in for a pint 
at Ulverston’s Sun Hotel on Market Day. 

Among the stories are those that date 
back to the earliest of times, of myth 
making and of creatures hunted into 
extinction. At the heart of the book is the 
dry-stone wall seen from Skelton’s cottage, 
though it is also the idea of dry-stone walls, 
of walls built without mortar, held together 
by nothing more than precision building 
and that become homes to creatures, to 
birds, to lichens and “when the sun is at its 
lowest, just as it dips below the horizon, it 
sends out its golden substance to be caught 
in the wall’s net; welcomed within its deepest 
recesses, where it is cradled until dawn.”

There is another idea too, and one that 
though expressed in poetic form here, 
must now, more than ever, be given serious 
consideration. In recent months, rain 
fell on Cumbria as never before. Floods 
occurred where they had before in recent 
years, but also where they had never been. 
Arguments raged – who to blame? What 
to do? Where to turn? Build more flood 
defences down-river? 

To proponents of re-wilding, the answer 
is clear – plant more trees in the uplands, 
in the ‘waste’ ground above the line of the 
intake wall. Let the wood burst out from 
its enclosure. Let land cleared centuries 
ago see the rebirth of trees in the uplands. 
Skelton’s closing paragraphs talk of humans 
being “deaf to nature’s music.” As upland 
tarns are books that contain knowledge of 
pollens from trees systematically removed 
centuries ago, let the birch, hazel, ash and 
oak come again. Let trees play their natural 
part in soaking up rainwater as it falls. 
Without this, all else is folly.

Like Skelton’s process of walking and 
thinking and writing, this is a book that 
deserves to be given time and to be re-read. 
Like the best of landscapes, it will linger in 
the mind and no doubt return unbidden, 
and when least expected. 
Karen Lloyd 

Unforgettable Walks: My 
Search for Britain’s Best 
Walks with a View
Julia Bradbury
(Quercus Books, £16.99 (hardback)

      
A tie-in for the  
recent ITV 
series. Julia 
Bradbury 
describes eight 
walks around 
much-loved 
locations in 
England and 

Wales, including High Cup Nick in 
Cumbria and Kinder Scout in the 
Peak District. Along the way she 
gives her take on the sights and 
sounds encountered.

Trail map booklets by 
Cicerone
£7.95

   
Cicerone has 
released a 
collection of 
map booklets 
to 
complement 
its updated 
National Trail 

guidebooks.  The compact booklets 
show each trail in full with OS 
1:25,000 mapping. They can be 
purchased alone or together with 
their corresponding guidebook.  
Releases so far include The Great 
Glen Way, Hadrian’s Wall and 
Offa’s Dyke and The Cotswold 
Way. 

Slow Travel: Peak District
Helen Moat
Bradt, £12.99

   
Local author 
Helen Moat 
encourages 
readers to ease 
their pace and 
savour their 
surroundings in 
this first-hand 
exploration of 

the National Park. She details 
interesting walks in quieter areas 
and highlights the intricacies and 
curiosities along the way, taking in 
abandoned mills, historical ruins 
and many a pub.
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Readers’ page

Open Letter re: Trossachs 
camping ban
Dr Aileen McLeod,
Minister for Environment, Climate Change 
and Land Reform, Scottish Government

Dear Dr McLeod,
I am writing to you to express my 
disappointment, if not utter disgust, at your 
decision to allow the board of the Loch 
Lomond and Trossachs National Park to 
introduce further restrictions on camping, 
which are completely odds with the Land 
Reform Act 2003.

 My introduction to camping came in the 
late 1970s, early 1980s. As part of an angling 
club I visited lochs across Scotland. Loch 
Earn, soon to be a “Restricted Zone” under 
the legislation you have approved, was a 
regular destination. We camped out using 
homemade shelters. Tents then, for those 
who had them, were expensive and were to 
be looked after. Today, tents of reasonable 
quality can be picked up for £20 or less. 

 This is not without its problems. By 
and large these tents and other budget 
equipment are not bought by the serious 
camper, the long-distance hiker. If your only 
experience of spending time in a tent is at 
T in the Park, you may not see the error in 
leaving beer bottles, rubbish and indeed 
your tent lying in your wake. Teaching 
people to value the outdoors, to respect the 
environment and others are key to changing 
how people behave. 

I welcome the proposed creation 
of camping areas and their supporting 
facilities, but by creating these spaces you 
also limit capacity; and what then for the 
through-hiker? When the law-abiding 
majority will be corralled into “Pay to Stay” 
sanitised areas the problem visitors will 
remain just that. As far as I can see the plans 
approved by the Scottish Government also 
fail to address the problem of enforcement. 
Policing in the area is completely inadequate 
to deal with the problems faced over such a 
wide area.

 It is not too late to ask you to reconsider 
your decision. I would hope that you 
would acknowledge that this is a bad piece 
of legislation, and ask that you review 
your decision before the March 2017 
implementation date. If not then I believe it 
we have the duty to continue to fight against 
this, by action in the spirit of that shown by 
Jock Winter in the Cairngorms, or by Benny 

Rothman on Kinder Scout. The idea that a 
group of responsible campers, abiding by 
the “Leave No Trace” ethos, who cause no 
harm, and who care deeply about Scotland’s 
access legislation and inherent freedoms, 
would then be dragged through the courts 
is a farcical one, and would show this 
government up as utterly hypocritical when 
it comes to land reform and access. 
James Cassidy
This is an edited version of James Cassidy’s 
letter. Read it in full at: tinyurl.com/
Lomondopenletter 

Trees for life
Carey Davies and Roger Smith wrote two 
excellent articles in the March 2016 edition 
of The Great Outdoors about the state of 
the environment in the UK. I recently 
joined Trees for Life as I feel they are on 
the right track about about reforesting our 
mountains and hills. As Carey says, a lot of 
the problems are down to land ownership 
and how it is used. The rich Victorian 
“playboy” attitudeis still prevalent among 
landowners. All predators are seen as 

Share your views, your experiences and your favourite photos
tgo.ed@kelsey.co.uk

Postal address
The Editor, The Great Outdoors,  Kelsey Publishing,  

Cudham Tithe Barn, Berry’s Hill, Cudham, Kent, TN16 3AG

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

enemies to be eradicated to preserve  
their precious grouse and other so-called 
sport species. 
Oliver Craig

Recording the memories
Attending a recent slideshow hosted by my 
walking club, the All Year Ramblers, I was 
reminded just how powerful photography 
can be. The club was founded in Edinburgh 
in 1953 by William Hume, who organised 
local walks in the Pentland Hills. Over 
the years these walks have developed into 
weekend meets, social events and walking 
holidays abroad. The club has also built up 
a large collection of photographs.

The black and white, sepia and colour 
images that flashed up on screen reminded 
us of the sheer difficulty in getting to 
places back when few people had cars. 
When Beeching’s cuts to the rail network 
took place across Scotland in the 1960s, 
hundreds of stations across the width 
and breadth of the country dissolved into 
antiquity, leaving the local communities 
(and walkers) devastated.

The photographs also depict changing 
climatic conditions, which began during 
the Industrial Revolution and that have 
continued apace. They show periods of 
long, dry, golden summers, where club 
members camped or bivvied under clear, 
starry skies night after night.

Photographs are a reminder of the 
dynamic context within which we conduct 
our activities. They inform us about the 
economic, environmental, political or 
social processes that stimulate change, and 
how these impact both upon the places 
visited and upon our walking clubs and 
their subsequent growth and development.

There is considerable value to be 
realised from such photographic 
collections, especially through holding 
public exhibitions, and this value not 
only extends to the current generation of 
walkers but those still to come.
Tariq Aslam

Correction 
Feb 2016 issue, page 72, paragraph 3, 
have Nikwax really “developed a PFC-
treatment...” or is this just lazy journalism? 
Paul Brough
Ed: Apologies, this should of course read 
“PFC-free treatment”. Thank you for 
pointing out the typo.

AstroVogue @xaeromarine   
@TGOMagazine I simply love your Gear 
section. Doing research for my #ExpeditionKit.

Elinor B Greenacre @outdoorsbeyond   
After a day up the Black Mountains I shall be 
settling down to the latest @TGOMagazine 
tonight #tooutdoorsandbeyond 

Mark Hibbert @MarkHibbertPR  
 Fab #walking route feat. East Yorkshire #coast 
seabird spectacle in March’s @TGOMagazine.

Standing Council @TheClanChiefs   
Excellent review in @TGOMagazine of robust 
rechargers by @townsendoutdoor. Bought the 
Varta - thanks.

Adrian Strand
February 2016 issue, page 60, readers pages: 
“Wild Scotland” by Peter Wells of Edinburgh. I 
hope Ray Mears sees & responds to his letter!

Social Media

We love to hear what you’ve been up to in the 
hills. You can share your shots with us on our 
Facebook page and on Twitter using  
@TGOMagazine. We’re also on Instagram – tag 
your shots with #TGO #TheGreatOutdoors and 
we’ll share them!

  April 2016  The Great Outdoors    63    



Explore with CICERONE
National Trails

New editions include a separate OS
1:25,000 map booklet of the route

Pembrokeshire Coast Path
NationalTrail with OS 1:25,000
map booklet (mid-April)

TheThames Path NationalTrail
with OS 1:25,000 map booklet (mid-April)

There are Cicerone guides to all
the NationalTrails, and many UK long-distance routes

www.cicerone.co.uk
sales, updates, ebooks & more

monthly e-newsletter
Also: www.cicerone-extra.com

NEW

New editions available now:
The SouthWest Coast Path

Hadrian’s Wall Path
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Published mid-March

MAGAZINE BINDERS
Make dog-eared, torn and damaged magazines a thing of the past, keep
your issues in pristine condition and safe. Each binder will store a year’s
worth of magazines and will fit snugly onto a shelf keeping your back

issues all in one place ready for you to refer back to whenever needed.

PAY
FROM JUST
£9.95 *

*£9.95 is the price for a single binder
delivered to a UK address. We can deliver
internationally but the postage rate will
vary, please visit our webshop for more

detailed pricing.

ONLINE: shop.kelsey.co.uk/tgobinder
CALL: 0845 241 5159

Hotline open: Mon - Fri 8am - 6pm.
Please note that calls are charged at your local rate, for further information please check with your service provider.

C H R I S D A V I S F O R N O R W E L L L A P L E Y P R O D U C T I O N S L T D P R E S E N T S

WWW.RAYMEARS.COM
*Calls cost 7p per minute plus your phone company’s access charge · NB. Some venues may charge booking fees

AN UNFORGETTABLE EVENING OF STORIES FROM THE EDGE

MARCH 2016
01 SHREWSBURY

Theatre Severn
01743 281281

02 MALVERN
Forum Theatre
01684 892277

03 CHELTENHAM
Town Hall
0844 576 2210

04 LEICESTER
De Montfort Hall
0116 233 3111

05 SOUTHEND ON SEA
Palace
01702 351135

06 WOKING
New Victoria Theatre
0844 871 7645*

08 IPSWICH
Regent Theatre
01473 433100

09 CRAWLEY
The Hawth
01293 553636

10 DARTFORD
The Orchard Theatre
01322 220000

11 GUILDFORD
G Live
0844 7701 797

12 BIRMINGHAM
Town Hall
0121 345 0600

13 SALFORD
The Lowry
0843 208 6000

15 HIGH WYCOMBE
Swan
01494 512000

16 CARDIFF
St David’s Hall
029 20 878 444

18 POOLE
Lighthouse
0844 406 8666

20 TORQUAY
Princess Theatre
0844 871 3023*

21 TRURO
Hall For Cornwall
01872 262466

23 DARLINGTON
Civic Theatre
01325 486555

24 DUNSTABLE
Grove Theatre
01582 602080

31 BASINGSTOKE
The Anvil
01256 844244

APRIL 2016
01 BUXTON

Opera House
01298 72190

02 LIVERPOOL
Philharmonic Hall
0151 709 3789

03 LEEDS
Grand Theatre
0844 848 2700

04 GATESHEAD
Sage Gateshead
0191 443 4661
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Few, if any, activities are genuinely enjoyable if you spend 
the whole time doing them out of breath and struggling to 
keep up with others. It leads to a sense of dread beforehand 
and makes the whole experience one you’d rather not 
repeat. Having a decent level of fi tness allows you to take 
maximum pleasure from a hill walk; you can take time to 
stop and savour the views, knowing that with your 
quickened pace you’re no longer racing against the clock. 

In addition to the clear enhanced enjoyment levels, 
getting fi tter will also greatly aid your safety on the hills, for 
a number of reasons. Firstly you’re far less likely to strain 
something if you’re properly conditioned. Also, with heart 
and lungs functioning well, they are far less likely to give you 
problems. On top of that, if you need to help get someone 
off the hill quickly, you’ll be well placed to aid in that process. 

Crucially, a good level of fi tness allows you to take on 
more challenging and ultimately more rewarding routes. 
Even mid route, you can alter your plans to take in an extra 
top. Big days can now become even bigger, with the enticing 
prospect of multi-day adventures now a real possibility. Add 
to that an overnight camp, with all the excitement that that 
will undoubtedly deliver, and you can properly enjoy some 
epic outings in the hills.

Sean McFarlane is an adventure sports professional and fi tness 
fanatic, who regularly participates in triathlons and Ironman 
events and writes for our sister title, Outdoor Fitness magazine. 

Get fi t for the hills!

•  Can lower your blood pressure and 
reduce risk of stroke

•  Burns calories – roughly 300 per hour if 
you walk at 4mph

• Lowers risk of diabetes
• Less risk of coronary heart disease
•  Reduced risk of colon, breast and lung 

cancer 
• Helps lower cholesterol 
•  Releases endorphins and reduces stress, 

anxiety and risk of depression 

•  Exercises your joints while not putting 
them under too much strain, helping 
them to work more effi ciently 

•  Increases strength of bones, helping to 
prevent osteoporosis – men who walk 
for more than 4 hours a week have a 62% 
lower risk of hip fractures in older age

•  May help to prevent and alleviate back 
pain 

•  Strengthens heart and reduces risk of 
heart disease

•  Tones up your fi gure, adding defi nition to 
the muscles in your legs and backside 

•  Boosts vitamin D levels due to time 
spent outside, with benefi ts to your bone 
health and potentially your immune 
system

•  Can slow the onset of dementia – a 2014 
study showed that regular brisk walking 
three times a week increases the size of 
the parts of the brain linked to planning 
and memory

Sean McFarlane discusses how improved fi tness could help 
you enjoy your walks even more 

WALKING
IS GOOD FOR YOU 
The good news is that, as someone who enjoys walking, you’re already on the right track

MAKE 
TIME 
FOR
EXERCISE

 •Walk to and from work
• •
Always take the stairs 
instead of lifts or 
escalators  
• • •
Get off a bus stop earlier 
and walk the rest of the 
way 
• • • •
Get up and move around 
every hour – walking 
burns 3-5 times the 
calories that sitting does
• • • • •
Team up with a friend 
– sharing your goals 
and exercising together 
makes you more likely 
to do it
• • • • • •
Consider working at a 
standing desk
• • • • • • •
Get hold of a pedometer 
to track how often you 
move about
 

Building more 
movement into your 
life doesn’t need to 
be a burden 
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5
more
activities
to improve
your
fitness

Cycling 
Cycling conditions the heart 
and lungs in way that is perfect 
preparation for hillwalking. 
Experiment with both off- and 
on-road options. 

Yoga/Pilates 
You don’t need to have a six-pack 
and be able to place your feet 
behind your head, but don’t 
neglect the importance of core 
strength and at a least a degree 
of flexibility. The discipline of 
a class can also be very helpful 
– very few of us do anything 
productive in our living rooms. 

Five-a-side football 
or touch rugby 
Both improve your 
cardiovascular system and also 
your agility. The “stop start” 
aspect of the fitness demands 
here is very beneficial and 
mirrors what is required during a 
decent hill walk. 

Golf
It’s easy to forget how much 
walking is involved during golf – 
most courses will mean at least a 
3-mile walk for a full round. The 
hillier the course, the better.

Fishing 
But there’s a caveat. It can’t be the 
sort of fishing where you stay in the 
same place all day. Instead move 
along the river bank, around the lake 
or even take a short hike in to a more 
remote location. Try to fish standing 
up too.

Sean McFarlane
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Simple exercises for walkers

Chris Highcock is not a medical professional. This  information
 been drawn from his own training and reading over  several 
years, with input from sports massage therapist Colin  Gordon of 
Performance Sports Therapy. Readers are advised to use 
common sense and that they apply techniques at their  own risk.

Warm-ups and cool-downs are always a good idea. Rather than 
viewing your hill walk as an event in isolation, try to look at it as part 
of longer sequence of events, spread over the whole day or perhaps 
even a weekend. Your walk forms a key part of that sequence, but you 
need to pay just as much attention to other parts so as to ensure you 
maximise the enjoyment of the whole experience. 

Getting out of a car, going straight up, across and down a few 
hills, then getting back in the car and driving home spells the fast 
track to injury, post-walk stiffness and all-round minimal enjoyment 
from what should have been a great day. Instead, properly “start the 
engine” beforehand. Try to plan routes that have a walk-in at the start, 
preferably one with relatively easy and fl at terrain. Consider also 
taking a bike to access a starting point. This will ensure that your body 
is adequately prepared for what it is about to do and the inevitable 
rise in gradient won’t come as a surprise to you or your heart. 

Similarly, once you’ve come down off the hill, try to fi nish with a 
gentle walk. This might simply involve retracing your walk-in but if 
not, consider a few laps of the campsite or pub car park. Your body 
will thank for you it the next day. If conditions allow, and they often 
do, stick your legs in a nearby stream to cool down. Rapidly cooling 
down your body, particularly your legs, after a long day in the hills 
prevents unwanted infl ammation and subsequent discomfort. I also 
like to stretch my muscles after a long  hill day, while they’re still warm. 
Despite what you think, you’re almost certain not to do any stretching 
once you’ve had your dinner and a pint. 
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Chris Highcock is a hillwalker and fi tness 
enthusiast, and the author of the ebook Hill Fit 
(hillfi t.com). Here are his recommended exercises 
to build essential strength and fl exibility, and 
make your days in the hills safer and more fun

Hip fl exor Stretch
To loosen hip fl exors tightened by 
excessive sitting

With hips square, feet parallel, 
kneel on one leg with the other 
leg bent at a right-angle and your 
foot fl at on the fl oor.

Squeeze your buttocks 
and push your pelvis forward, 
keeping the torso upright. The 
hips lead and most of your 
weight will stay on the rear knee. 
Hold for 90 seconds. Relax. Do 
this on both sides. When your 
left foot is forward you are 
stretching the right hip fl exors. 

To make things harder, raise 
your rear foot, on a chair or even 
a rucksack.

The Push-up
The push-up is a fundamental upper-body exercise developing 
strength in the pushing muscles of the chest, triceps and shoulders 
but also training postural control and core stability

Start off in the “push-up plank position” – arms straight, hands 
shoulder-width apart, with a straight line running from your 
head to your ankles. Hold this position, gradually building up (10 
seconds, 20, 30… 45) until you are able to hold it for one minute. 

When you are ready, train the push-ups. Keep the straight 
line from ankles to head and bend the arms to lower the body 
until your upper arms are parallel with the fl oor, then reverse 
direction. Keep your elbows in rather than fl ared out. Body 
weight should be lifted by the arms; don’t be tempted to use 
the lower half of your body to pull yourself up. This is all about 
posture. Move smoothly and under control. 

If you struggle, keep working the push-up plank position, 
while practising push-ups from your knees.
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Specialist base layers
If you fi nd the impact of long days in the hills 
is leaving you uncomfortable, you might want 
to consider specialist ‘performance garments’ 
that claim to aid recovery. Judy Armstrong 
tested Nexus Energy Source (www.accapi.
co.uk) and Skins (www.skins.net) base layers 
for The Great Outdoors in 2010 and believes 
that both benefi ted her recovery after 
prolonged exercise.  Nexus garments are now 
being phased out and are currently offered at 
discounted prices via the Accapi website.

WARMING UP
AND COOLING DOWN 

If you fi nd the impact of long days in the hills 
is leaving you uncomfortable, you might want 
to consider specialist ‘performance garments’ 
that claim to aid recovery. Judy Armstrong 
tested Nexus Energy Source (www.accapi.
co.uk) and Skins (www.skins.net) base layers 

 in 2010 and believes 

prolonged exercise.  Nexus garments are now 
being phased out and are currently offered at 
discounted prices via the Accapi website.

Sean McFarlane offers some tips on what to do before 
and after your day in the hills to optimise your physical 
health and enjoyment    
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Simple exercises for walkers

Many of us think that the best way to recover is on the sofa with our feet up. Yes, our body will recover 
this way but we can do much more to aid the recovery process. Active recovery is the answer and can be 
anything which involves movement but doesn’t signifi cantly raise the heart rate. 

Going out for a very easy bike ride on fl at, fast terrain which a focus on high cadence (pedalling rate) 
is perfect. Flat cycle-paths are perfect for this. Gentle walking, perhaps interspersed with some mild 
stretching, will also work well. 

There is one key form of “inactive” recovery however that is vital: sleep. Good, undisturbed sleep. 
Combine a couple of nights’ quality sleep with some active recovery and you’ll soon be raring to go again.
Sean McFarlane 

Avoid
day-
after
stiffness

Cat Camel
Helps to restore movement in all 
three areas of the spine

On all fours, with your hands 
under your shoulders, your knees 
below your hips, and keeping your 
abdominals tight, arch your back 
like a cat: drop your head and tuck 
your hips under your torso.

Then sag down as though 
between the humps of a camel: lift 
your head and roll your hips out 
from under your lower torso. Do 
this exercise fi ve to eight times.

This is a mobility exercise, not 
a stretch. It will help your brain to 
map a natural motion, so focus on 
movement, not pushing the end 
ranges. All three sections of the 
spine should move together.

The Plank
The plank looks simple but is tough, with great benefi ts in terms of 
stability and endurance in the lower back, hips and abdominal muscles

Get in the plank position with your forearms and toes on the fl oor; 
keep your torso straight and rigid with your body in a straight line 
from ears to toes with no sagging. Your neck should be relaxed, with 
eyes looking at the fl oor. Hold this position for 10 seconds. Over time, 
work up to holding it for 30, 45, 60 seconds or more.

Bird Dog
This exercise removes support from 
the standard plank, forcing the 
body to compensate. It is designed 
to build endurance

On hands and knees, slowly 
lift and extend an arm and the 
opposite leg, to form a straight 
line from your extended hand to 
the opposite foot.  Hold the pose 
for 10 seconds.  Make sure your 
abdomen is braced, as if you are 
expecting someone to poke you in 
the stomach.  Lower the hand and 
knee, “brushing” the fl oor, then 
raise them for the next repetition.  
After four repetitions, swap sides 
and do another four.  

Simple exercises for walkers

Bird Dog

The Squat
Many experts pick the squat as the 
single best exercise. It works some 
important muscles for walking – 
especially your hips and thighs – and 
trains a pattern that is essential to 
everyday life

Take a shoulder-width stance and 
fl are your feet slightly. Stick your 
bum back while bending at the 
knees and descend in-between 
the knees, don’t just push your hips 
backwards. 

Keep your spine straight (not 
vertical) as you descend – to help 
this, swing your arms up. Ideally, 
keep your heels on the fl oor and 
descend until your hips are below 
your knees, but work within your 
ability and improve the range of 
movement over time. 

Move slowly, maybe 5 seconds 
to descend and 5 to come up. As 
you get stronger, add resistance by 
holding a rucksack. 

Clamshell
Clamshells a re a quick and easy 
way to strengthen the external 
rotators of the hip. They will help to 
activate the gluteal muscles, assist 
with stability in the pelvis and 
improve lower back health

Lie on your side with both legs 
bent, feet in line with your torso. 
Then open your legs while  
ensuring that your feet remain 
together. Only raise the leg to 
about 45 degrees. You should feel 
this in the buttock of the working 
leg. Perform 15-20 repetitions 
per leg.

Glute Bridge
This exercise is designed to activate 
the gluteal muscles. It can also be 
used as a warm-up before exercise

•  Lie fl at on your back, legs bent, 
heels pushing into the fl oor.

•  Squeeze your buttocks together 
and push through the heels to lift 
the pelvis. Make sure you begin 
by actively contracting your 
glutes or else the hamstrings will 
contract fi rst. Think of holding 
a 50p piece between your 
buttocks. 

•  Try to get your hips in line with 
your upper legs.

•  Keep the hips raised and 
buttocks clenched for 10 
seconds, then relax. Move 
slowly and do for fi ve 
repetitions.

HILL SKILLS
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Avoiding injury
Jane Hodgson is a chartered physiotherapist with a 
special interest in hillwalking and mountaineering

Hillwalking injuries can be either caused by a single event (these are 
known as traumatic injuries) or can build up over time (repetitive 
injuries). Thankfully, traumatic injury to hillwalkers is not too 
common. Common sense measures, such as using walking boots 
with plenty of support and a good grip, as well as planning a route 
that is appropriate for the party’s experience and fitness levels, can 
help to avoid them. Here, I will focus on repetitive injuries, why they 
occur and  how to prevent them happening. 

Walkers’ knees
The two most common repetitive injuries seen in hillwalkers both 
affect the knee. Anterior knee pain, also known as patello femoral 
pain or runner’s knee, is the most common. It is normally felt around 
the front of the knee, and is classically worse when coming down 
hills, down stairs or if sitting with the knees bent for a prolonged 
period of time such as at the theatre or cinema. 

You are more likely to experience patello femoral pain if the 
calf muscle or the iliotibial tract (see below) are tight. Another 
contributing factor is if you have relatively weak core muscles, 
especially the muscle deep in the buttock known as gluteus medius. 
If you stand with your feet shoulder width apart and bend both 
knees, your knees should go directly over your toes. If the glutes 
are relatively weak as you bend your knees, the knees drop inwards 
– so if you look down, rather than being shoulder-width apart and 
directly over your feet obscuring the view of the feet, the knees are 
to the inside of the feet and closer together. Come back up, clench 
your buttocks tight, holding the clench try again, do you feet go 
straight over your knees now? Yes? Time to start working the core. 

Patello femoral pain is normally treated with a regime of 
exercises including stretching the calf and iliotibial band and 
strengthening the quads and gleuts. Using trekking poles for the 
descents will take pressure off the knees and reduce the pain. 

The other common knee problem affecting hillwalkers is iliotibial 
band syndrome. This can occur by itself or can be a factor causing 
patello femoral pain. The iliotibial band is a band of fibre that comes 
from the outside of the hip, runs down the outside of the thigh and 
attaches to the outside of the thigh bone and the outside of the knee 
cap. Where it goes to join onto the knee cap it passes over a little 
bony prominence and as we walk it repeatedly flicks backwards 
and forwards over the prominence and can become irritated and 
painful. The pain is felt over the outside of the knee, and tends to 
build up as the walk progresses. 

The treatment for ITB syndrome includes mobilising the ITB 
either by exercise or by using items such as a foam roller, but a 
physiotherapist will also assess to see if there are other factors that 
have caused the tightness in the first place – such as weakness of the 
core muscles, tightness of the spine changing movement at the hip, 
or tightness of the calf affecting movement at the ankle and having a 
secondary effect higher up the leg .

Top tips 
Repetitive injuries such as patella femoral pain and ITB syndrome 
are most often seen when someone suddenly increases their 

activity levels. Muscles and tendons adapt and strengthen to a 
gradually increasing strain. Always build up steadily and train 
regularly if you have a goal in mind beyond that which you would 
normally do, for instance if you are planning a challenge walk, a  
multi-day expedition, or even a holiday doing day walks but covering 
more mileage than you are normally accustomed to. 

Remember that carrying a heavy rucksack makes a difference, 
so if you need to carry it for your event, carry it in training too, 
gradually increasing the load in it to the weight that it will be.  If the 
event involves a lot of ascent and descent, ensure that the training 
includes hills too – the calf and Achilles tendon complex have to 
work harder to propel you uphill, whereas the quadriceps thigh 
muscle is tested on the descents.
physiobench.com
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MORE INSPIRATION? Follow these Twitter accounts:

@docandrewmurray  Sports and exercise medicine doctor, writer and long-distance runner
@healthywalks  England’s largest network of health walk schemes
@chrishighcock   Fitness correspondent for The Great Outdoors
@OutdoorFitmag1  The Great Outdoors magazine’s sister title, Outdoor Fitness

FUEL
FOR YOUR WALKS 
Dr Chris Fenn is an active walker and trekker as well as a nutrition 
consultant of many years’ experience. Here are her tips to help 
ensure you are nutritionally equipped for days in the hills 

As you stomp uphill, your immediate 
needs are oxygen, then water and 
fuel. Heavy breathing will take care 
of bringing in enough oxygen but the 
physiological need for food is not so 
immediate. 

Unless you haven’t eaten for weeks, 
your body has signifi cant stores of fat, 
and some carbohydrate. This is enough 
fuel to get you going – and some people 
prefer to start a day of hillwalking 
without breakfast. In this case, insulin 
levels will be low – which is the stimulus 
to mobilise the fat and glycogen stored 
within muscle fi bres. This will keep 
you ticking over on an easy, long walk 
in – but once you start heading uphill you 
will need to supplement your reserves by 
eating. 

Your body can burn both carbohydrate 
and fat to provide calories, but the 
energy released from these fuels is 
very different. Think of carbohydrate 
as jet fuel – it is quick to burn and 
provides instant energy. Hence a long, 
tough day in the hills will rely mainly 
on carbohydrate to provide powerful 
energy to get you uphill, carrying a pack. 

Unfortunately, you only have a small 
reserve of carbohydrate, enough to 

fuel about two hours of hard exercise. 
Once your glycogen stores are depleted, 
fatigue sets in. Eating little and often (such 
as the classic trail mix of nuts, dried fruits 
and chocolate chips) is better than a big 
blow-out. A lot of food in your stomach is 
hard to digest as it requires a good blood 
fl ow to your digestive system. Once you 
start walking again, your muscles, heart 
and lungs compete for this blood supply. 
This also leaves less for your brain, which 
is one reason why you may feel sluggish 
and lack concentration after eating. 

It is often what you eat the night before 
which can help energise your day in the 
hills. Baked potato, thick lentil soup, 
mixed bean casserole, or pasta with 
tomato or vegetable sauce (rather than 
meat or cheese-based sauces), brown 
rice, couscous or quinoa risotto will 
ensure that your carbohydrate (jet fuel) 
stores are fi lled overnight. 

Any strenuous exercise results in damage 
to muscle fi bres. Recovery foods such 
as a cheese or egg sandwich, handful of 
almonds, lump of marzipan or carton of 
chocolate milk contain a mix of protein, 
carbohydrate, minerals and B vitamins 
needed for muscle repair.  

www.chrisfenn.com
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The force that goes through your knees when 
descending is reduced. On average, studies 
have found that when descending the 
force going through your knees is 25% less 
when using two poles, compared to using 
none. 
Balance. Having four points of contact with 
the ground rather than two improves your 
balance. This is especially useful on stream 
and river crossings and loose ground.
Going uphill. Poles give you more climbing 
power.

More information from: www.physiobench.
com/articles/6/Hiking-with-Trekking-Poles

A
physio’s
perspective
on...
The benefi ts of 
using trekking 
poles

1

2

3
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New gear

Keen 
Versatrail
This new trail shoe should have 
plenty of cushioning thanks to the 
combination of compression-moulded 
EVA foam and spongy Keen.zorb 
platform in the sole. Up top, the largely 
mesh upper keeps the weight down to 
a light 300g per shoe. This all ultimately 
makes for a “hybrid outdoor sports 
shoe” according to Keen – something 
the brand says will be suited to both the 
trail and the pavement. It’s available in 
versions for men, women and children.
keenfootwear.com

The North Face
Mountain Athletics 
As its name suggests, this new 
collection for men and women 
is aimed at those looking to use 
the mountains for goal-based 
fi tness and training. But, with 
a focus on breathability and 
keeping grams low, it should 
appeal to hillwalkers too. 
Likely to be most relevant are 
the Kilowatt Zip ¼  baselayer 
which has stretch-woven 
panels on the shoulders, 
and the wind- and abrasion-
resistant Kilowatt Jacket 
(pictured).
thenorthface.co.uk

Aquapac
TrailProof drybags
Due to customer demand, Aquapac 
has re-developed its TrailProof 
500-Denier drybags. The 7-, 15-, 25- 
and 70-litre bags in the collection 
now all have a useful shoulder strap 
and are now available in a ‘cool blue’ 
colour option alongside the original 
luminous yellow. 
aquapac.net

Sunwise
Equinox Green sunglasses
2016 marks 20 years of operation for this 
eyewear brand. To mark the occasion it’s 
released a special edition olive green version 
of its Equinox sunglasses. The water and 
impact resistant UV fi ltering lenses are 
interchangeable with four options to suit 
certain light conditions. 
sunwise.co.uk 

As its name suggests, this new 
collection for men and women 
is aimed at those looking to use 
the mountains for goal-based 
fi tness and training. But, with 
a focus on breathability and 
keeping grams low, it should 
appeal to hillwalkers too. 
Likely to be most relevant are 
the Kilowatt Zip ¼  baselayer 
which has stretch-woven 
panels on the shoulders, 
and the wind- and abrasion-
resistant Kilowatt Jacket 

Sunwise
Equinox Green sunglasses
2016 marks 20 years of operation for this 
eyewear brand. To mark the occasion it’s 
released a special edition olive green version 
of its Equinox sunglasses. The water and 
impact resistant UV fi ltering lenses are 
interchangeable with four options to suit 
certain light conditions. 
sunwise.co.uk 
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Berghaus
Hyper Jacket
An option for ‘fast and light’ hikers 
from Berghaus. This waterproof jacket 
weighs a mere 100g (men’s size L) 
and when packed into its stuff sack is 
about as small as an apple. It’s made 
out of Hydroshell Hyper Fabric, a new, 
lighter incarnation of the brand’s own 
waterproof and breathable technology 
which has been used in a number of 
Berghaus releases over the last couple 
of years. There’s a ripstop face to give 
a bit of extra durability to the thin 
nylon fabric, and all of the seams are 
protected by micro tape on the inside.  
It’s also available in a women’s version – 
which is even lighter at 70g for a size 12.
berghaus.com

 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.

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.  

Will Renwick 
Height 5’10’’
Boot size 10
Clothing size Medium

 
A specialist in long-distance walking, Will is one 
of only a handful of people to have walked the 
whole perimeter of Wales. He’s also completed 
end-to-enders of both Spain and the Italian 
Dolomites and has fi ve National Trails under 
his belt. If there’s a chance to get out for a 
weekend Will can normally be found back in his 
homeland, wild camping in the Brecon Beacons.

THE UK’S 
MOST 

EXPERIENCED 
GEAR 

TESTING 
TEAM

TGO’s gear reviewers

This unusual jacket is designed to marry 
core warmth with breathability and also 
to be stretchy so that it can fit closely. To 
achieve this, the jacket has Thermoball 
synthetic insulation on the front, shoulders, 
lower back and upper arms. The sides, 
centre of the back, underarms and lower 
arms are made from stretch fleece. 

Thermoball is made for The North Face 
by Primaloft and consists of small clusters 
of synthetic fibres that mimic down and 
which are contained in small boxes of 
fabric. It’s closer to down than any other 
synthetic insulation I’ve tried and warm 
for the weight. It dries quickly and is water 
resistant too. The North Face says the 
warmth is equivalent to 600 fill-power 
down. The stretch fleece is The North 
Face’s own one and is similar to Polartec 
Powerstretch. 

The Momentum jacket has an ‘active 
fit’, which means body-hugging. While the 
stretch panels do mean it moves with the 
body I’d still prefer a larger size. There 
are two lower pockets that are cut off by 
a pack hipbelt (the jacket can be stuffed 

The North Face 
Momentum Thermoball 
Hybrid Jacket

 354g (M)£160

into one of these), a snug collar and a hem 
drawcord.

The Momentum is very warm, especially 
when worn under a shell jacket, which it 
needs to be anytime there’s more than a 
gentle breeze as the fleece panels are not 
even slightly wind-resistant. This helps with 
the breathability of course – The North 
Face says it’s to “ensure optimal moisture 
wicking during aerobic activities” – but it 
does waste the windproof properties of 
Thermoball in my opinion. Also, for me it has 
to be very cold before I can wear it under 
a jacket without overheating despite the 
breathability. In Britain’s windy weather I 
don’t think the fleece/synthetic insulation 
combination works that well. Thermoball 
is certainly excellent as a form of insulation 
but I much prefer the fully windproof 
Thermoball Hooded Jacket that I reviewed 
and recommended back in the October 
2014 issue, as this can be worn as an outer 
jacket except in heavy rain. It weighs a bit 
more but costs the same and is far more 
versatile.
Chris Townsend

Berghaus

This unusual jacket is designed to marry 
core warmth with breathability and also 
to be stretchy so that it can fit closely. To 
achieve this, the jacket has Thermoball 
synthetic insulation on the front, shoulders, 
lower back and upper arms. The sides, 
centre of the back, underarms and lower 
arms are made from stretch fleece. 

The North Face 
Momentum Thermoball 
Hybrid Jacket
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A
A 20- TO 30-LITRE capacity rucksack is the standard size for 
three-season day walking and the choice is huge. With compact 
gear the packs at the larger end of the range can be used in winter 
conditions. Some people even manage to use small packs for 
overnight trips.

Models fall into three rough categories – basic, standard 
and ultralight. The fi rst are simple packs designed as much for 
urban and everyday use as hillwalking – these often have padded 
sleeves for laptops and organisers for pens etc. They don’t usually 
have internal frames or padded hipbelts but are fi ne for hill use 
with light loads, up to 5kg say. Fit isn’t crucial as there’s no shaped 
back or hipbelt. Weights vary enormously.

Next come packs designed specifi cally for hillwalking, with 
all the features found on bigger packs including internal frames, 
padded hipbelts and ice axe and trekking pole loops. These are the 
heaviest, often weighing well over 1kg, and often have harnesses 
able to cope with loads up to 15kg. Some have curved frames that 
hold the load away from the back, allowing for good ventilation. 
Because of the harness system these packs need to fi t properly. 
Some, but not all, come in more than one back length.

Finally there are ultralight packs designed for hill use and 
with many of the features of heavier packs but made from very 
lightweight materials. If weight is a consideration and you want 
a pack with hill features, these are the packs to choose. They’re 
intended for use with lightweight gear of course but some can 
handle 10+kg loads quite well. Weights are in the 300g-600g range.

Features vary widely between models. Some have very 
few, others a plethora. Which is best depends on how you like 
to organise your gear and what you’ll be carrying. I like stretch 
side pockets for water bottles and stretch front pockets for wet 
waterproofs plus side straps for trekking poles or foam pads and 
for compressing the load for stability when the pack isn’t full.

Many packs have zipped openings rather than buckled lids. 
Often the zips come round the sides – these are sometimes called 
panel loader packs. They make access easy but you can’t overstuff 
the pack and they reduce the water resistance – not that any of 
the packs tested are waterproof (many come with rain covers). 

Test Notes: all the packs except the Patagonia one have adjustable sternum 
straps. Back length is the distance between the top of the shoulder straps 
and the bottom of the padded hipbelt or the pack if there is no padded belt.

20L-30L
DAY
PACKS
Gear Editor Chris Townsend 
recommends the best rucksacks for 
spring-to-autumn days in the hills

Gear comparative review

1. Capacity
Regardless of the claimed 
capacity, will a pack hold all the 
gear you want to carry? Litres 
are not a fi xed amount when it 
comes to packs! Overall though 
the larger 28- to 30-litre packs 
are better for cold weather 
use when you’ll have more and 
bulkier gear. If you think you 
might want to carry extra gear 
at times, look for straps and 
shockcord for attaching it.

2. Back length
A good fi t is needed for packs 
with padded hipbelts and 
shaped backs. These should 
be tried with a load. For simple 
packs the back length isn’t so 
signifi cant.

3. Back system
For heavier loads an internal 
frame or stiff framesheet that 
transfers the weight to the 
hipbelt is useful. Packs designed 
for lighter loads often have no 

Check for this

3

three-season day walking and the choice is huge. With compact 
gear the packs at the larger end of the range can be used in winter 

and ultralight. The fi rst are simple packs designed as much for 
urban and everyday use as hillwalking – these often have padded 
sleeves for laptops and organisers for pens etc. They don’t usually 

20L-30L

recommends the best rucksacks for 

3

stiffening but just a padded back 
or sometimes no padding at all. 
These need to be packed carefully 
to prevent items poking you in the 
back. 

4. Straps
External straps can be used for 
attaching items such as foam pads 
or crampons and for compressing 
the size of the pack when a small 
load is carried. They should be 
easy to adjust and not interfere 
with access to pockets.

5. Hipbelt/ Waist strap
Padded hipbelts should fi t snugly 
round the hips. Simple webbing 
waist straps don’t need as precise 
a fi t as they won’t support much 
weight anyway. 

6. Pockets
Pockets are useful for organising 
gear, especially small items that 
might be needed during the day. 
Mesh pockets are useful for wet 
items, allowing them to drain and 
dry out. Check that pockets are 
the right size for your gear. 

1
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4

5 6
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Osprey
Kestrel 28 

Terra Nova 
Laser 25 

Capacity 28 litres
Materials  diamond ripstop
Closure lid with twin buckles
Back system framesheet, ribbed foam    
Back length 51cm (M/L)  
Back length options S/M, M/L
Hipbelt padded
Pockets 1 external lid, 1 internal lid, 2 side 
stretch,  1 front stretch, I lower front zipped, 2 
zipped hipbelt, hydration sleeve
Features  rain cover in base, trekking pole/ice 
axe loops, side compression straps, whistle on 
sternum strap, accessory attachment slots
ospreypacks.com

Capacity 25 litres 
Materials  ripstop silicone nylon
Closure full-length watertight front zip
Back system thin padded panels   
Back length 52cm   
Back length options 1     
Hipbelt light padding
Pockets 1 zipped side, 2 mesh side, 2 zipped 
hipbelt, 2 stretch hipbelt, hydration sleeve, 2 
stretch shoulder strap
Features stretch shockcord, whistle on 
sternum strap  
terra-nova.co.uk

 harness system, pockets, two sizes

quite heavy, expensive

 ultralight, front zip, pockets

minimal back padding

 1200g£100

 375g£55

The Kestrel 28 is the smallest of Osprey’s 
Kestrel packs which go right up to 68 litres 
in volume. All the packs have a similar 
design so despite being only 28 litres in 
capacity, the Kestrel 28 has the same 
harness and features as the much bigger 
models and will handle heavy loads, if you 
can fi t everything in. 

The back system is comfortable, 
supportive and stable. The shoulder 
straps and wide hipbelt are well-padded. 
The framesheet fl exes enough to fi t your 
back closely. The mesh-covered ribbed 
back pads have air spaces between them 
to reduce condensation build-up. While it 
might not be quite as airy as a sprung back 
I prefer this design as it’s more stable and 
means you don’t get the wind whistling 
through the air gap or snow building up in it.  
Packing gear into this design and accessing 
it is easier too as the inside isn’t curved.

The Laser 25 is a pack for those who want 
to carry minimum weight but who also want 
plenty of pockets. It’s the second lightest 
pack reviewed but has far more features 
than the lightest, the Nigor Moyo. The main 
body is made from thin silicone nylon with 
heavier fabric on the base and the back. 
There’s no stiffening in the back, just mesh-
covered thin foam panels. This means that 
careful packing is needed for a comfortable 
carry. Putting a short foam pad down the 
back of the pack is an easy way to achieve 
this. The shoulder straps and hipbelt are 
also made from mesh-covered foam. 
Although thin I fi nd them quite comfortable.

Compared with other packs, 28 
litres seems an under-estimate of the 
size, especially if the pockets are taken 
into account. There are eight of these, 
including a very roomy stretch pouch 
on the front and stretch side pockets 
big enough for litre-size water bottles, 
though I did fi nd trying to get a litre 
bottle back in a pocket while wearing the 
pack is diffi cult. 

Unlike most packs where it’s inside, 
the hydration sleeve is between the pack 
and the harness so it can be accessed 
without opening the pack, a much better 
arrangement.

If you only carry light, compact loads 
the Kestrel 28 is probably over-specifi ed. 
However if your gear is heavy or you’re 
carrying winter hardware like an ice axe 
and crampons it’ll handle the load better 
than most of the packs tested.

A full length water-resistant zip gives the 
Laser 25 the best access to the contents of 
all the packs tested. The seven pockets – an 
astonishing number on a pack this light – are 
quite roomy and can hold most of the items 
you might need during the day.

The ultralight fabric means this pack 

probably won’t last as long as ones made 
from heavier materials but if used carefully 
(I wouldn’t choose it for bushwhacking) it 
should last reasonably well. The light weight 
and low bulk (it can be rolled up) means it 
could easily be carried inside a bigger pack 
or travel luggage.
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Vango
Siru 30 

Gregory
Zulu 30 

Millet
Venom 30

Capacity 30 litres
Materials 420D honeycomb polyester
Closure curved zip
Back system padded, ribbed foam 
Back length 54cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt detachable webbing
Pockets zipped front, stretch front, 2 
stretch side, hydration sleeve
Features  detachable rain cover in base
vango.co.uk

Capacity 30 litres
Materials  100/210D nylon
Closure curved zip
Back system sprung X frame, tensioned 
mesh
Back length 47cm (M)
Hipbelt  padded
Back length options M, L
Pockets  2 zipped front, stretch front, 2 
stretch side, 2 zipped hipbelt, hydration 
sleeve
Features rain cover, ice axe/trekking pole 
straps, side compression straps
gregorypacks.com

Capacity 30 litres
Materials 210D ripstop nylon/420 D 
Oxford nylon
Closure lid with twin buckles
Back system framesheet, foam panels  
Back length 45cm 
Back length options 1
Hipbelt  padded
Pockets 1 external lid, 1 internal lid, 1 
stretch front, 2 stretch side, 1 zipped 
hipbelt, hydration sleeve
Features rain cover, ice axe/trekking pole 
loops, side compression straps, front 
shockcord
millet-mountain.com

 price, pockets

no side straps, no zip straps

 hipbelt, pockets, two sizes

 heavy, expensive

stable

 lid buckles, not that light, 
quite expensive

The Siru 30 is a roomy panel-loading pack at 
a very good price. It’s comfortable to carry 
and keeps the back reasonably dry due to the 
ribbed mesh-covered foam pads on the back 
with air spaces around them. The back is only 
semi-stiff and hugs the body well to give good 
stability. The shoulder straps are quite wide 
and made from perforated foam, again to let 
moisture out. They’re not that thick but then 
this isn’t a pack designed for heavy loads as 
there’s no padded hipbelt.

The pockets are roomy and easy to access. 
The main front one has a long curved zip 
and mesh compartments inside. Outside it 
is a roomy stretch pouch. The side stretch 
pockets are angled towards the wearer 
making accessing water easy. They’re big 
enough for litre-size bottles too. The zips on 
the main compartment and the front pocket 
aren’t water-resistant and there are no 
protective fl aps so they won’t keep rain out 
for long. There is a rain cover in the base. The 
pack also lacks side straps, which means it 
can’t be cinched down. Overall though it is a 
good pack, especially at this price.

The Zulu 30 is the heaviest pack tested. It’s 
also the most suitable for heavy loads. It 
has a rigid curved wire frame that transfers 
the weight to the wide padded hipbelt well. 
There are much bigger packs with less 
supportive and comfortable back systems.

The curved frame leaves a sizable air gap 
between the pack and the mesh band that 
lies against your back. The wind can whistle 
through this, keeping your back dry. In cold 
weather it can mean a cold back though and 
snow can build up above the substantial 
lumbar pad. I wouldn’t choose this pack for 
snowy weather. Stability is okay ,though not 
as good as with a body-hugging pack.

The Zulu 30 has plenty of useful features. 
The pockets are roomy, especially the front 
and side stretch pouches – they easily hold 
litre bottles and give good access to them. 

For heavy loads this pack is great, but I 
think the harness would make more sense 
with higher volumes. It is available in bigger 
sizes and as a women's version, the Jade. 

Unusually this pack has a lid with buckles 
on the same side as the shoulder straps so 
it opens away from the back. I can’t see any 
advantage to this and it does limit how far 
the lid can be extended. Otherwise this 
is a fairly conventional alpine-style pack. 
Millet describes it as ‘super-light’ but in fact 
it’s one of the heavier packs tested. It has 
a body-hugging back and a narrow profi le 
that makes it stable. Perforated foam pads 
keep the back fairly dry. The shoulder straps 
and hipbelt are adequately padded for a 
pack this size but the hipbelt fi ns don’t come 
far enough round the hips to be much use. 
The pockets are roomy. The side ones will 
hold litre bottles but I found it diffi cult to 
remove one when wearing the pack and 
impossible to get it back in.

 890g£50  1275g (M)£100

 950g£90

Gear comparative reviewcomparative review
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Fjällräven
Skule 30 

Patagonia
Ironwood

Sprayway
Octane 30 

Capacity 30 litres
Materials 500D 100% Polyamide, 210D 
HD Ripstop 100% Polyamide
Closure zipped lid
Back system padded  
Back length 48cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt detachable webbing
Pockets 1 zipped top, 2 stretch side, 
padded laptop sleeve
Features rain cover, whistle on sternum 
strap, front shockcord
fjallraven.co.uk

Capacity 20 litres
Materials recycled polyester
Closure curved zip
Back system padded
Back length 40cm 
Back length options 1
Hipbelt no
Pockets 1 zipped front, padded laptop 
sleeve
Features 5 lash points, attachment loop
patagonia.com

Capacity 30 litres
Materials n/a
Closure lid with twin buckles
Back system sprung frame, padding & 
mesh back panel  
Back length 45cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt padded
Pockets zipped lid, 2 mesh side, zipped 
inner, hydration sleeve
Features rain cover, ice axe/trekking pole 
loops, side compression straps, front 
shockcord
sprayway.com

 comfortable

quite expensive, minimal 
pockets

ultralight, low cost

no waist strap

price

stiff straps, quite heavy

Most zip opening packs have long zips that 
curve down the sides to give good access to 
the contents. This pack doesn’t. It just has a 
zip round the top that allows no more access 
than a buckled lid while losing the versatility 
of the latter. The Skule 30 is designed as 
much for urban as outdoor use with a 
padded laptop sleeve inside. The front of the 
pack is stiffened too, which would protect 
any delicate contents but overall seems 
unnecessary and just adds weight. The back 
is well padded and comfortable. It hugs the 
back so the pack is stable but doesn’t allow 
moisture to escape, unlike packs with foam 
pads and air channels. The pockets are quite 
small. The side ones aren’t very deep. They 
will hold litre bottles but they’re not secure. 
There’s no front pocket, just shockcord. The 
capacity is smaller than other 30-litre packs.

If you like the rather minimalist design 
this isn’t a bad pack but there are better 
ones at lower weights and prices.

The Ironwood is one of the lightest packs 
tested and also the equal cheapest – not 
something usually said about a Patagonia 
product. The reason is that it’s the simplest, 
most basic pack in the test with minimal 
features. It doesn’t have a waist strap, 
a sternum strap, side straps, or stretch 
pockets. Designed for urban as well as 
outdoor use it does have a padded laptop 
sleeve inside though. The back is lightly 
padded and with a light load it feels 
comfortable. It’s quite a short pack and sits 
quite high on the back. The curved zip gives 
good access to the contents. There’s just 
one small pocket on the outside plus three 
lash points for attaching cord or webbing. 
The fabric is quite tough. The Ironwood isn’t 
designed as an ultralight outdoor pack. It’s 
just so simple it doesn’t weigh much. Given 
the low weight and price, if all you need is 
a simple pack for very light loads there’s 
nothing wrong with the Ironwood.

This is an alpine-style pack at a good price.  
It’s quite comfortable to carry though best 
suited to someone with a short back. Stability 
is good as it hugs the back well with only a 
narrow air gap between the foam pads and 
mesh backband and the pack body. The frame 
is fairly stiff but fl exes enough to move with 
you. The shoulder straps are comfortable but 
the padded hipbelt fi ns are so short as to be 
useless. Effectively this has a webbing belt.

The pack is quite roomy and holds more 
than some of the other 30-litre packs.  The 
lid pocket has a good capacity but the side 
ones are rather small. A litre bottle will fi t but 
doesn’t feel that secure and isn’t easy to get 
in and out when wearing the pack. The side 
straps are a little stiff. The weight is on the 
high side. Last time I reviewed this pack I said 
there were lighter packs with more features 
but they cost a fair bit more. That’s still true 
to some extent. Of the two alpine-style packs 
tested I prefer this one to the more expensive 
and only a little lighter Millet Venom.

 855g£85

 405g£40

 1050g£60
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Berghaus
Freefl ow 25 

Nigor
Moyo 

Vaude
Scopi 22 LW

Capacity 25 litres
Materials 210D ripstop polyester
Closure lid with single buckle
Back system sprung framesheet, mesh 
panels
Back length 43cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt padded
Pockets 1 zipped external lid, 1 zipped 
internal lid, 2 zipped side, 2 mesh side, 1 
zipped hipbelt,  hydration sleeve
Features  rain cover, ice axe/trekking pole 
loops, front webbing loops
berghaus.com

Capacity 26 litres
Materials Dyneema
Closure zipped lid
Back system plain
Back length 50cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt webbing
Pockets 2 mesh side, 1 mesh front
Features front shockcord, whistle on 
sternum strap
nigor.eu

Capacity 22 litres
Materials 40D silicone nylon/200D PU 
nylon
Closure roll top with zip and buckles
Backsystem framesheet, twin frame bars, 
shaped padding
Back length 47cm
Back length options 1
Hipbelt detachable webbing
Pockets 1 zipped inner, hydration sleeve
Features ice axe/trekking pole loops, side 
compression straps
vaude.com

 improved design

quite heavy

 ultralight, tough fabric, 
pockets

no back padding, quite 
expensive

quite light, comfortable, 
Green Shape production

no pockets, quite expensive

This is the latest version of a longstanding 
Berghaus pack, with a revised back system. 
I do fi nd it more comfortable than previous 
models though the back length is still a little 
short for me. I think this is a pack that needs 
to be tried on as the curved frame and hipbelt 
requires a good fi t to be really comfortable. 
The air gap between the frame and the mesh 
backbands allows good ventilation with the 
usual potential problems of a cold back due 
to the wind and snow build-up. The hipbelt 
is quite supportive and the pack as a whole 
reasonably stable and comfortable. 

The curve of the frame is less than on 
previous versions which means that packing 
and unpacking is easier. The pockets are 
excellent though I’d like to see a stretch 
pouch on the front. The zipped side pockets 
are capacious. The mesh side pockets will 
hold litre bottles though I can’t get them in or 
out when wearing the pack. The capacity is a 
generous 25 litres – some 30 litre packs don’t 
hold any more!

Unlike many ultralight packs the Moyo is 
made from tough Dyneema fabric. It’s still 
the lightest pack tested though, due to the 
very basic design. There’s no frame, padding 
or mesh in the back, just plain fabric. This 
means that it has to be packed carefully 
using clothing or a foam pad to stop the back 
distorting and to prevent gear from poking 
you in the back. Access is via a zipped lid. The 
pack is quite long and narrow so it’s not easy 
to get at items in the lower part of the pack 
without unpacking those above. There are 
three mesh pockets. The side ones just hold 
litre bottles but it’s a tight fi t and I can’t get 
them in or out when wearing the pack. 

For ultralight loads and for carrying in 
a pack or luggage for day hiking (it rolls up 
quite small) the Moyo is worth considering. 
I much prefer the design of the Terra Nova 
Laser 25 though, despite it being made from 
much less durable fabric.  The Laser 25 only 
weighs a little more and costs less than the 
Moyo, which is quite expensive for such a 
simple design.

Vaude’s lightweight alpine-style pack has 
few features but a supportive back system. 
This consists of a shaped internal frame 
and shaped back padding that follows the 
curve of your back for a close, comfortable 
and stable fi t.  The back is pretty rigid with 
just a little fl ex so it can move with you. 
The shoulder straps are comfortable but 
there’s only a webbing waist belt. This isn’t 
a pack designed for heavy loads. It tapers 
towards the base, which is good for access 
to the contents. Rather than a lid or curved 
zip there’s a roll top with a zip and buckles.  
There are no pockets.

The Scopi 22 is interesting but I do miss 
side pockets. For this type of lightweight 
pack I prefer the Montane Ultra Tour 22 
which has more features, only weighs 
slightly more and costs less. A very good 
point about the Vaude pack though is it’s 
Green Shape label which means "made from 
sustainable materials, resource-conserving 
manufacturing and fair production."

 590g£80

Gear comparative reviewGear comparative review

 1030g£75  340g£69
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Black Diamond
Nitro 22Montane

Ultra Tour 22 

Capacity 22 litres  (M/L)
Materials 210d ripstop, 210d Dobby
Closure curved zip
Back system frame, framesheet, ribbed 
foam panels   
Back length 51cm (M/L)
Back length options S/M, M/L
Hipbelt padded
Pockets 1 front zipped, I front bellows 
pouch, 2 open bellows side, 1 zipped 
hipbelt, hydration sleeve
Features ice axe/trekking pole loops, side 
compression straps, daisy chain loops
blackdiamondequipment.com

Capacity 22 litres
Materials Raptor Zero
Closure roll top with buckle
Back system framesheet, ribbed foam 
panels   
Back length 49cm 
Back length options 1
Hipbelt padded
Pockets 2 stretch mesh side, 1 stretch 
mesh front, 2 zipped hipbelt, 2 mesh 
shoulder strap, hydration sleeve
Features ice axe/trekking pole loops, side 
compression straps, daisy chain webbing 
loops
montane.co.uk

harness system, pockets, two 
sizes

quite heavy
pockets, comfort, lightweight

small side pockets

My favourite of the panel-loading packs. Its 
suspension system is suitable for heavier 
loads than similar packs because of the stiff 
frame and the wide padded hipbelt. The pack 
is also very stable and comfortable as the 
shoulder straps are attached through the 
base so when one is lengthened the other 
one shortens, making it move with you. 

The long curved zips give excellent access 
to the contents. The tough side and front 
pouches are made with folding bellows 
panels instead of stretch fabric. The side 
pockets aren’t very deep but have drawcord 
closures and so can be tightened. They will 
hold litre bottles and I can just get one in and 
out when wearing the pack. The roomy front 
pouch has a stiffened front, which gives good 
protection and helps it keep its shape. Along 
with the other pockets I think it makes the 
total volume more like 30 than 22 litres. The 
hydration sleeve isn’t inside the pack but 
between the pack and the back panel so it can 
be accessed without opening the pack.

The Ultra Tour 22 is designed for mountain 
races but is an excellent pack for hillwalking 
too. The semi-stiff back is quite supportive 
and the wide, thinly padded shoulder straps 
and hipbelt are fi ne with light loads. Ribbed 
foam back panels and large air gaps allow for 
ventilation. There’s no lid or zipped panel. 
Instead the pack has a roll top fastened with 
two buckles that can be quickly undone 
for fast access to the contents. The seven 
very stretchy pockets can hold a surprising 
amount of gear though I wish the angled 
side ones were a little bigger. They won’t 
take litre size bottles. I did squeeze a 700ml 
bottle in and found I could get it out while 
wearing the pack. Smaller bottles can be 
carried in the shoulder strap pockets as can 
phones and GPS units. The fabric feels quite 
tough and this is a lightweight pack that 
should last. The weight is low and the price 
reasonable. 

 930g£80

Craghoppers
Kiwi Pro 30 

Capacity 30 litres
Materials polyester
Closure curved zip
Back system padded, foam panels
Back length 47cm 
Back length options 1
Hipbelt webbing
Pockets 2 zipped front, 2 stretch mesh 
side, hydration sleeve
Features ice axe/trekking pole loop, front 
shockcord
craghoppers.com

cost, quite light, pockets

rough zips

Craghoppers' panel-loading pack has a 
comfortable padded back with thick mesh-
covered foam panels and air channels that 
allow some ventilation. The shoulder straps 
are quite wide and comfort with a light load 
is good. The Kiwi Pro is designed for town as 
well as outdoor use and has organiser style 
compartments for phones, cards and pens 
inside the big front pocket. At the same time 
there are trekking pole/ice axe loops and a 
hydration sleeve. There’s also a small zipped 
front pocket with a soft lining for glasses 
(sun or reading). The mesh side pockets will 
hold litre-size bottles.

The price and weight are quite low 
and the Kiwi Pro 30 is a reasonable pack. 
The zips run a little roughly though, which 
concerns me on a pack dependent on them, 
and it’s not as roomy as some packs with 
lower stated volumes.

 600g£40

Black Diamond
Nitro 22

 605g£70



80    The Great Outdoors  April 2016

A
A WATERPROOF JACKET is designed to 
keep you dry and a fl eece is worn to retain 
warmth. But what should you expect from a 
softshell?  In many ways, they seem to have 
been created as a halfway house between 
the two. 

Even the best waterproof jackets can 
cause a degree of clamminess, especially on 
ascents. A fl eece will keep you warm, but 
the downside is that it will soak up even the 
lightest rain and often won’t offer much in 
the way of wind protection. A good softshell 
offers resistance to both wind and rain and 
is more breathable than a waterproof. These 
three factors combined should make for a 
jacket that, with the right layering, can be 
worn all-year-round and all-day-long as 
well – potentially removing the irritation 
of regular stops to add or take off a layer 
(in all but heavy or prolonged rain). For this 
reason, a softshell is particularly useful for 
high tempo or strenuous activities.

For any hike in the UK’s mountains 
(where rain is nearly always a risk) carrying 
a waterproof jacket is essential. With 
this in mind, some hikers – particularly 
backpackers – might forgo a softshell, 
choosing to put up with the frustration of 
regular stops to remove or add a waterproof 
rather than having to carry the extra 
grams. For the TGO Challenge this May, for 
instance, I won’t  be packing a softshell and 
will rely on a simple fl eece and waterproof 
jacket layering, purely to keep weight down. 
However, for my next day trip in the Brecon 
Beacons when weight isn’t too much of a 
factor, I’d certainly opt for a softshell to keep 
out the wind.

Softshells vary in the extent to which 
they balance weather protection, warmth, 
weight and breathability. Some are thin 
and lightweight with a moderate level of 
weather protection but high breathability 
– these are best suited to strenuous 
activities. There are also hard-wearing, 
thick softshells that are much warmer but 
often less breathable – these are better 
suited to tougher conditions. The jackets 
tested cover both of these variations and 
just about everything in-between. I have 
reviewed each one with year-round day 
walking in mind.

Softshell jackets
Will Renwick examines the role  of the softshell 
and compares some of the latest examples

Columbia 
Whisper Creek Softshell

Materials: Omni-shield stretch fabric
Hood: elasticated, no adjustment
Fastening: one-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two fleece hand-warmers
Cuffs: elasticated
Sizes: S-XXL, women's XS-XL
columbiasportswear.co.uk

 performance, fit, price

cuffs

 480g (M)£80

and compares some of the latest examples

There’s little in the way of bells and 
whistles on this freshly released jacket, 
but when it comes to water resistance 
and protection from the wind, I found it 
performed excellently. It’s made from 
Columbia’s tightly woven fabric, Omni-
shield, which has a medium thickness and 
average stretch compared to the other 
jackets tested. Overall this made for a top 

that felt comfortable over just a baselayer 
and that also proved a great option in cold 
and windy conditions when pulled over 
a fl eece. It offers ample space for a thick 
layer underneath, especially around the 
armpits, which is often a tight area for me. 
The handwarmer pockets are the most 
comfortable of all the jackets tested thanks 
to their microfl eece lining –and I found the 
chin guard comfortable as well. I usually 
fi nd Columbia’s jackets can be a little on 
the large side but this has an athletic and 
short cut, plus an adjustable hem. There’s 
no adjustment on the cuffs however, just 
an elastic that didn’t hold around my wrists. 
In windy conditions I had to keep my hands 
in my pockets to stop the cold blowing up 
my arms. The pockets were slightly too 
small for access with a hipbelt. These are 
small complaints considering the high 
performance from this jacket’s fabrics and 
the fact it’s one of the cheapest tested. 

Gear comparative review

1 2

4

5

3
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Jöttnar
Garm

Patagonia  
Men’s Adze Hybrid Jacket

Materials: Fusion-Pro
Hood: fully adjustable, wire peak, 
Fastening: one-way zip, inner flap
Pockets: two handwarmer, two napoleon 
chest, one forearm zip
Cuffs: Velcro
Sizes: S-XL
jottnar.com

Materials: Polartec Windbloc  
Hood: none
Fastening: one-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two handwarmer, one inner chest
Cuffs: Spandex
Sizes: XS-XXL, women's XS-XL
patagonia.com/eu

materials, performance, 
pockets

price

technology, cuffs

lack of space, no hood

I’ve been wearing this softshell for over a 
year now and have found it very reliable. 
Its shell is constructed out of Fusion-Pro: 
a non-membrane, stretchy fabric that I’ve 
found to be very water-resistant. Even in 
relatively heavy showers any moisture will 
bead up nicely and the jacket dries quickly.

The Garm is one of the thickest jackets 
tested, with a microfi bre inner layer, but 
is not thick enough for me to class it as 
an insulating jacket. However, it's loose-
fi tting enough to go over a mid layer, and its 
scooped drop-back hem will prevent it from 
appearing too baggy. Although most of the 
jackets tested were medium I have this in a 
small size and it is relatively roomy. 

The Garm has some useful features to 
help it fi t the 'technical' bill. There are plenty 
of pockets, including huge handwarmers 
that can still be used when wearing a 
harness or hipbelt, two Napoleon chest 
pockets (also oversize – good for maps) 
and small zipped pockets on each forearm. 
Other handy features include a wire-
stiffened hood that's helmet compatible and 
Velcro cuffs with thick plastic seals that can 
be adjusted while wearing gloves. 

This jacket is made up of a number of 
different fabrics and layers, designed 
to balance weather protection and 
breathability. The material on the outside 
of the arms and on the front and back is 
Polartec Windbloc: a three-layer system 
comprising of typical softshell outer 
fabric, an inner membrane for weather 
protection and a soft micro-fi bre fl eece 
lining. Elsewhere – on the inside of the arm 
and on the side panels – is a thinner softshell 
material. I found the Windbloc membrane 
performed well against the elements, but 
the other material, although only used in the 
less exposed areas, was far less dependable.  

The stretchy cuffs fi tted well and were 
comfortable when pulled up the arms.  It’s 
useful that the handwarmer pockets are 
long enough to allow access when wearing 
a hipbelt and, as with the Didriksons jacket 
reviewed on page 80, these pockets have 
hem adjusters inside them.  Although it 
wasn’t the closest-fi tting of the jackets 
tested, it was the least accommodating to 
the fl eece I wore underneath.

 660g (M)£220  525g (S)£130

1. Fabrics
Softshells are normally 
made from stretchy woven 
fabric and the amount of 
weather protection this 
will afford depends on how 
tight the weave is. There 
are also products that use 
a membrane similar to that 
found in waterproof jackets 
– these might offer more 
weather protection but they 
can also be less breathable. 

2. Hood
I prefer hillwalking 
softshells to include a 
hood that offers a level of 
protection from both wind 
and rain. Softshells designed 
primarily for activities like 
running and cycling might 
not have hoods. The best 
hoods will have points of 
adjustment and a stiffened 
peak.

3. Fit
A softshell should be 
comfortable over a 
baselayer or even a midlayer 
in winter, and should also 
fi t under a waterproof if 
necessary. 

4. Pockets
Ideally a jacket will have 
handwarmers for extra 
protection from the 
wind, and these will be 
large enough and placed 
appropriately to access 
when wearing a hipbelt. A 
pocket that will fi t a map is 
also useful. 

5. Cuff s
Wide cuffs are useful for 
ventilation; these will 
normally have Velcro-style 
adjustments and can be 
pulled over a glove. If the 
cuffs are elasticised, check 
that they hold closely and 
comfortably to the wrist. 

Check for this
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Didriksons
Echion Stretch Jacket

Vaude
Larice Jacket

Keela
Stretch

Materials: four-way stretch polyamide
Hood: adjustable at the back, peaked
Fastening: one-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two handwarmer and inner chest
Cuffs: two Velcro
Sizes: S-XXL, women's 36-44
didriksons.com/en-gb/

Materials: Polyamide and elastane
Hood: tight-fitting, elasticated
Fastening: two-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two side, two large chest
Cuffs: elasticated, thumb loops
Sizes: S-XL, women's 36-44
vaude.com

Materials: StretchTec Advance
Hood: none
Fastening: one-way zip
Pockets: two chest/handwarmer with 
two-way zips
Cuffs: Velcro
Sizes: XS-XXXL
keela.co.uk

 price, fit

warmth

 technical, eco-friendly, 
breathable

exposed back and cuffs

 performance, vents and 
pockets, price

 no hood

This is a basic jacket but it performed well. 
It has a hood that holds nicely thanks to 
its adjustment cords, and the neck zips 
up high for protection without feeling 
uncomfortable on the chin. The fabric is 
very stretchy and it fi ts well over a fl eece 
– it’s not so thick it feels heavy and not so 
thin that it feels fl imsy. There’s no inner 
lining for any added comfort or warmth. 
The Echion’s DWR coating initially repels 
water well but it was among the fi rst jackets 
to wet out. It’s a nice medium length cut 
and it’s useful that the hem adjusters 
are located in the hardwarmer pockets.  
You’ll fi nd this in both men’s and women’s 
versions.

A lot of thought has gone into this 
jacket. First of all it’s produced in an 
environmentally friendly way, using 
sustainable materials and without toxic 
chemicals. Secondly, it’s quite complex in 
its design, with multiple fabrics, numerous 
pockets and plenty of ventilation. This is 
defi nitely one for high-tempo activities, 
designed to have a close fi t – especially on 
the arms – and  providing lots of ventilation. 
It should be ideal for climbers. The thick 
tightly-woven softshell fabric on the torso 
keeps cold wind and rain off well but the 
Lycra on the back, underarms and side 
panels, while aiding breathability,  also 
makes for potential points of exposure. This  
thin material is also used on the cuffs, which 
got wet very quickly in light rain. 

The fact that this jacket has refl ective 
piping,  large vents and no hood suggests 
to me that this is designed for cyclists, 
but I think it’s still worth considering for 
hillwalking. Its medium-thick StretchTec 
fabric has good resistance to the elements 
and there are useful features including 
Velcro cuffs and extra-large handwarmer 
pockets that can be worn with a hipbelt 
thanks to the two-way zips. There are also 
zipped side vents that run right down each 
side of the body. These zips also seemed 
to have good sealing from the rain and 
the oversized storm fl ap underneath the 
main zip gives extra dependability. It’s got 
a somewhat short cut to it and a slim trim 
but there’s plenty of room for a warm jacket 
underneath. I’d like to see a version of this 
with a hood – it would make for a very 
versatile option for the hills. 

 525g (M)£90  525g£140  500g (M)£74.95

Gear comparative review
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Mammut
Pokoi Jacket

Bergans
Stegaros Jacket 

Outdoor Research
Ferrosi Hoody

Materials: Softech 
Hood: none
Fastening: one-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two handwarmer, one chest
Cuffs: Velcro
Sizes: S-XXXL
mammut.ch/GB/en_GB

Materials: Polyester, Spandex
Hood: fully adjustable
Fastening: one-way zip with inner flap
Pockets: two handwarmer pockets and 
one chest with mesh
Cuffs: Velcro
Sizes: S-XXL, women's XS-XL
bergans.eu

Materials: Nylon, Spandex and Cordura
Hood: stretch with cord adjustment
Fastening: one-way zip, no inner flap
Pockets: two hardwarmer, one small chest 
pocket
Cuffs: elasticated, semi-loose
Sizes: S-XXL, women's XS-XL
outdoorresearch.com/eub_en

 material, fit, inner fleece

no hood, quick to wet out

 materials, performance

weight

 weight, breathability

water and wind resistance

This uses  Mammut’s own Softech fabric 
which has a medium thickness and feels very 
durable but  still has a slight stretch to it. In 
terms of protection from the elements, I 
found it to be windproof and water resistant 
to an extent, however it wetted out sooner 
than I expected. Still, I liked its soft 
micro-fl eece inner, its Velcro cuffs and the 
fact that its chest and handwarmer pockets 
double up as vents. These pockets cannot be 
accessed when wearing a hipbelt however. 
The zip comes up to fi t well around the neck 
and comfortably on the chin, but there is no 
hood. I’d say this is more of a layering option 
rather than something to wear in the hills as 
an outer. 

This jacket is very similar to the Jöttnar 
Garm:  similar materials, an almost identical 
cut and the same high level of protection 
from the elements. The Stegaros has fewer 
pockets but it has  pit zips – these are the 
only real differences in design that I can 
spot. This is a fair bit cheaper than Jöttnar’s 
Garm which is presumably down to the fact 
that Bergans is a larger brand and able to 
take advantage of economies of scale. It’s 
certainly a jacket built for tough conditions, 
managing to keep strong winds out and 
shedding water very nicely. I had confi dence 
in it even in fairly wet and windy conditions. 
The pit zips make this more of a breathable 
jacket than the Garm, but if you are looking 
for a highly breathable jacket for high-
tempo activities, you would be better off 
with one of the lighter jackets tested.

This is the thinnest, lightest and stretchiest 
of the jackets tested, made out of a 
combination of Nylon and Spandex. It’s 
another one for high tempos with more 
in the way of breathability than water 
resistance, but that’s not to say it doesn’t 
offer some level of protection – it was able 
to repel light showers well. The material’s 
stretch means it will fi t comfortably over 
a thick fl eece, but I found that the more 
the fabric was stretched the weaker it 
performed against the wind and rain. 
Windproofi ng was fi ne when worn simply 
over a baselayer, therefore I think it would 
make for a good option for day walking 
in warmer months to keep the wind and 
light rain off. The hem and hood are both 
adjustable and the cuffs are elasticised. 

 425g (M)£100  700g (S)£160 345g (S)£100
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10 varied walks in Scotland, England and Wales

1  Pressendye Eastern Highlands

2  Stob Coire nan Lochan Glen Coe

3  Cruach Ardrain Southern Highlands

4  High Spy and Maiden Moor Lake District

5  Cross Fell North Pennines

6  Farndale North York Moors

7  Musselwick  Pembrokeshire 

8  Duntisbourne Cotswold Hills 

9  Higher Hartor Tor Dartmoor

10  The Seven Sisters South Downs
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Pressendye, Eastern Highlands  
SCOTLAND

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level

0 km 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

600
400
200

0

Alan Rowan discovers a wee gem of a hill 

I MUST ADMIT THAT Pressendye 
was an a� erthought. Conditions in the 
Cairngorms weren’t favourable; the 
wind was too � erce, the lying snows 
unpredictable and the visibility unknown. 
I needed a winter leg-stretch, and, 
having already made the drive north, I 
wasn’t about to go home empty-handed. 
Pressendye would be perfect but I didn’t 

realise just how perfect. � is is a wee gem 
of a hill and it packs a few surprises.

Sitting above the Aberdeenshire village 
of Tarland, a few miles north-east of 
Ballater, it’s a truly local hill, popular with 
runners, dog-walkers and families. � e 
result is that there is no trade route to the 
top, instead paths and options 
criss-crossing from every direction. � e 

village centre was quiet as I parked up, 
a few steps later and I was out in open, 
rolling countryside albeit on a tarred 
road. I never saw a single vehicle on the 
3km walk up to East Davoch but I was 
accompanied along the way with views of 
snow-topped Morven.

Once past the turn-o�  to the farm, 
the route follows a track, signposted 

1
Start/Finish
Tarland 
GR: NJ482045
Start from centre of Tarland, walk NW past Post Offi ce 
and follow road as it curves right. Go across next 
junction following road NW to East Davoch (make sure 
to stay right when road goes off to Knockieside).

1

2

3

4

5

6

15 km/9.5 miles/4 hours
Ascent 574m/1885ft

2 Ignore turning to East 
Davoch and stay NW 

following track signed for 
Boultenstone. Go through gate 
and head NE through open fi eld 
until you reach another gate with 
blue direction marker.

3 Follow grassy track 
NW through trees 

for about 1km until it joins 
another path coming in 
from left which leads out 
of trees and then turns E to 
the top of Broom Hill.

4  The path continues easily 
E for around 2km to 

Pressendye where there is a trig 
point and a huge cairn.

6 Follow path SW which 
squeezes between two lines 

of birch trees down to a gate, then 
S down minor road to join road 
back into Tarland. 

5 Leave the summit E at 
fi rst, then take track 

heading S through trees 
along side of Pittendreich. 
When track starts going E, 
take branch on a sharp turn 
SW. Just after it curves SE, 
watch for a faint path going 
off to the right.
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Further information

Maps: Ordnance Survey 1:50,000 
Landranger sheet 37 (Strathdon & 

Alford)
Transport: Bus to Tarland from 
Aberdeen (www.tarland.org.

uk/?Tourist_Information:Bus_Timetables)

i Information: Ballater TIC, 01339 
755306

Always take a map and compass with you. ©Crown copyright 2015 Ordnance Survey. Media 062/15

for Boultenstone, then goes through a 
muddy � eld. So far, so pastoral. But now 
it changes to a woodland walk, a steep 
push on a path through the trees, where 
it changes again, opening out on to high 
rolling moorland. � e cold wind was 

sweeping across from the west, the vast 
openness failing to curb its bite, but at 
least it was at my back and the summit of 
Pressendye was soon reached. And this is 
where I found my � rst surprise of the day.

� e massive sprawling cairn holds 
hidden treasure, a sealed container in a 
recess in the stone walls which contained 
a visitor’s book and a selection of biscuits 
and snacks. All you have to do is supply 
your own tea. I have since discovered 
that the cache is replenished regularly. 
Very civilised, very welcoming. � e views 
were expansive, Morven still the main 
attraction, although the Lochnagar peaks 
were trying their hardest to show through.

I dropped east then south at a junction 
onto a badly eroded path, more like a 
trench in places, before following forest 

tracks down the side of the wooded 
Pittendreich. � e next little surprise is not 
far away but you have to be careful not to 
miss the turn. It’s easy to do, believe me, 
because I missed it. Just o�  to the right 
of the main track is a faint path which 
leads over a grassy knoll and down beside 
some trees. Here was the highlight of the 
day - two standing ranks of tall birch trees 
straight from a Grimms fairytale, their 
thick, silver trunks hemming in the path 
as if trying to seal it closed altogether. � e 
imagination could run riot here. 

When I reached the bottom I had to 
go back up just to repeat the experience. 
It certainly had a magical e� ect on me. 
� e � nal walk back to Tarland was a bit 
of a blur – I was still thinking about those 
trees.  

The path through 
the Grimm trees

Pressendye 
summit

Looking west to Morven 
from the return route
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Stob Coire nan Lochan, Glen Coe  SCOTLAND

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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0

Martin Sweeney explores Glen Coe’s crags in the clag

TUCKED AWAY ON THE shoulder of 
Bidean nam Bian – the highest point in 
Glen Coe – is the enticing summit of Stob 
Coire nan Lochan. Separated from its 
parent peak by a narrow col, Stob Coire 
nan Lochan could easily be overlooked 
in favour of its larger neighbour but that 
would be a mistake. � e approach through 
Coire nan Lochan is worth a visit in its own 

right but add in a scramble to the top and 
a snow-� lled descent of a steep gully and 
it soon becomes a genuinely adventurous 
day out. 

A� er crossing the River Coe close to 
the roadside, a well-made track wound 
upwards along the eastern � ank of Coire 
nan Lochan. As the snow deepened along 
the track we put on our crampons and 

then, nearing the head of the coire, struck 
out onto the rocky ridge of Gearr Aonach. 

Black-grey outcrops erupted from the 
snow-covered mountainside, standing 
in contrast to the thick white cloud that 
was enveloping us. Peering through the 
clag we caught the occasional view of the 
Lost Valley to the east but when the clouds 
reformed we were lost within them once 

7 km/4 miles/4 hours
Ascent 920m/3020ft

1

2

3

4

1
Start/Finish
A82 parking bay at 
GR: NN168569
Head down to the River Coe from 
the layby and cross the river by the 
footbridge. Take the obvious 
well-laid path heading up into 
Coire nan Lochan.

2 At the confl uence of the 
streams at NN155554 pick 

a route up onto Gearr Aonach to 
the SE. Follow the ridgeline S and 
W to reach the top of Stob Coire 
nan Lochan.

3 Around 200m NW of the 
summit is the grade 1 Broad 

Gully. Careful down-climbing brings 
you to the lochans at the bottom. 
Alternatively, continue to the NW 
and take the curving spur to the col 
between Stob Coire nan Lochan and 
Aonach Dubh. This route is less steep 
and can still be used to access the 
lochans.

4 Head to the E to pick 
up the main track 

leading north back to the 
car park.

Warning
This route should not be attempted by 
inexperienced walkers. The descent of 
Broad Gully requires competence in 
climbing techniques and under snow 
demands the use of an ice axe and 
possibly crampons. Avalanches have 
also occurred here. 
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Further information

Maps: Ordnance Survey 1:25,000 
Explorer sheet 384 (Glen Coe and Glen 

Etive)
Transport: Citylink bus services run 
through Glen Coe, stopping at the 

Kingshouse and the Ski Centre. See www.
travelinescotland.com for more information.

i Information: Glencoe Visitor Centre, 
Ballachulish, 01855 811307

more. � e white clouds mingled with the 
pristine snow to create a disorientating 
and somewhat unsettling white blanket all 
around us. Our bright jackets provided the 
only contrast: primary colours leaping out 
of the unreal snowscape.

Scrambling along the spine of Gearr 
Aonach we soon reached the perfect 
peak of Stob Coire nan Lochan. � e view 
from the top would surely have been 
upli� ing, were it not for the cloud clinging 
stubbornly to the mountain. But we’d 
enjoyed the mixed ground to get there and 
it more than made up for the conditions.

Although the main top of the mountain, 
Bidean nam Bian, lay only a kilometre 

Looking back 
towards Glen Coe

Heading towards Gearr Aonach

Deep gullies 
forming in 
the snow

away to the south, we opted to return via 
the perfect white Broad Gully. 

� e down-climb started out fairly 
steeply as I picked my way down the slope, 
digging my axe-head in for security. � e 
lochans at the bottom of the gully didn’t 
seem to be getting any closer but once the 
incline eased I was able to face out from the 
slope, using the axe only for reassurance as 
I made faster progress.  

With ankles aching from the down-
climb I � nally reached the coire and a brief 
rest on � atter ground. � e sun had begun 
to pierce the clag by now, exposing the 
valley below for our return down the coire 
to the road. 
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Cruach Ardrain and Beinn Tulaichean, 
Southern Highlands  SCOTLAND

14 km/9 miles/6 hours
Ascent 1200m/3900ft

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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Alan Rowan climbs 
above the mists in 
Crianlarich

IT WAS ONE OF those freezing 
mornings when the mist was 
settled right down to the road 
but you just knew there was 
something much better lying 
in wait higher up. � e number 
of cars in the layby south of 
Crianlarich suggested that I was 
not alone in my thinking, and 
one by one � gures walked o�  to 
be swallowed up in seconds by 
the mist.

One advantage of the freeze 
was that the ground on the usual 
bogtrot across an open � eld 
and then under the railway line 
underpass was frozen solid. 
� e short descent to the bridge 
needed crampons, sheet ice 
blocking any easy passage. But 
just 10 minutes a� er crossing the 
river, I rose above the blanket 
of grey to be greeted with blue 
skies and white-capped peaks all 
around as I headed for the start 
of the long ridge out to Cruach 
Ardrain.

� e terrain was now so� er 
and gentler, powder snow and 
so�  mud, and the crampons 
were put back in the bag for the 
meantime. � ere were three 
or four trenches indicating the 
passage of other walkers, each 
taking their preferred line, but 

1

2 3

4

5

6

1
Start/Finish
Glen Falloch layby, A82 S 
of Crianlarich 
GR: NN369239
Take track going SE under rail 
line by the river.

2 After about 1km, 
descend to the river, 

cross a small bridge and 
take open slopes NE beside 
treeline to reach the ridge.

3 Turn SE on obvious 
path over Grey 

Height and continue on to 
Meall Dhamh.

4 From this rocky 
summit, drop down 

on a line curving E and 
then climb steeply to 
Cruach Ardrain.

6 Return along the ridge, climbing 
to the shoulder of Cruach Ardrain 

where a small cairn marks a path which cuts 
over to Meall Dhamh. Further on, you can 
drop off the ridge early on a NW traverse 
line to reach the bridge.

5 Retrace your steps a short 
way from summit to avoid 

crags then turn SE along a broad 
ridge for the short climb to Beinn 
Tulaichean.
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Further information

Maps: Three OS Landranger maps 
(50,51,56 are required for the whole 

route). Alternatively, the full walk is on 
Harveys 1:25,000 Superwalker (Crianlarich, 
Ben Lui & Ben More)

Transport: Trains to Crianlarich; Buses 
at www.citylink.co.uk/timetables/

Winter13/Glas2Skye

i Information: www.crianlarich.org.uk/
hillwalking

I couldn’t actually see anyone else. I was in 
full winter gear and while in bright sun it 
all seemed too much. But as soon as I hit an 
area of shadow, the biting cold reminded 
me what time of year it was. I passed crags 
dripping with slowly melting icicles, and 

down to my le�  the lower slopes were 
stuck in a deep freeze, the absence of light 
at this time of year creating a permafrost 
landscape.

� e snow became deeper as I rose on 
the ridge and then my � rst target was 
revealed in all its glory. � e view from the 
col was Alpine: Cruach Ardrain, straddling 
the meeting point of two long ridges, 
resplendent in its winter whites, the sun 
re� ecting a blinding brilliance from its 
slopes, ranks of mountains stretching o�  
into in� nity.

� e crampons were back on for the � nal 
push but they weren’t really needed, despite 
the perfect curve of snow formed on the 
summit ridge and the occasional spindri�  
being driven across by an icy wind. 

Beinn Tulaichean is only a short trek 
away and the route over is straightforward, 

so I reckoned I had time enough to pay a 
visit. But on the return, the day started to 
change. � e clear sky was now � lling in 
with fast-moving, bubbling white cloud, 
the shadows were lengthening and the 
temperature drop was dramatic. 

Suddenly Cruach Ardrain looked a 
much bigger and more serious proposition. 
By the time I reached the bypass marker 
cairn on its eastern side, the day’s light had 
been squeezed into letterbox format, a 
thin line of pink between rising and falling 
cloud. Visibility was now substantially 
reduced and it was all about dropping 
down fast. About halfway down the ridge, 
I took a direct descending line over so� er 
slopes as the clinging mists of the morning 
began to reclaim their kingdom. Grey 
start, grey � nish, but the middle was just 
perfect. 

Ben Tulaichean
Looking over to Ben 
More and Stob Binnein

Looking south from 
climb to Cruach Ardrain
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4 10.5km/6.5 miles/4-5 hours
Ascent 620m/2033ft

High Spy and Maiden Moor, Lake District  ENGLAND

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level
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Vivienne Crow enjoys 
a winter stroll above 
Newlands Beck

HILLWALKERS USUALLY tackle the 
Newlands Fells as a single unit: a horseshoe 
arcing around the head of Newlands Beck 
and reaching a high point of 753m at Dale 
Head. As � ne a round as this is – with 
excellent ridge-walking and superb views 
in all directions – there are dozens of other, 
interesting ways to approach these fells. 
� e summits of High Spy (653m) and 
Maiden Moor (576m), for example, are 
normally tackled as part of the Newlands 
Round, but last winter I decided to 
climb them via the upper reaches of the 
Newlands Beck.

My partner and I set o�  from Little 
Town and followed an old miners’ track 
up into the dale. Gaping wounds in the 
fellsides showed where minerals had once 
been ripped from the ground. � e most 
obvious workings were at Goldscope 
where heaps of spoil dribbled from the 
mouths of the open adits. Making our way 
higher into the valley, the steep slopes on 
either side slowly closed in around us. 
Dale Head stood tall and imposing directly 
ahead, turning what had been a generally 
pastoral scene into something wilder and 
more dramatic. � e shattered crags on the 
lower slopes of Hindscarth looked like 
the fossilised spine of some enormous 
dinosaur, half-buried in the fellside.

I’d been this far up the dale on only 
one previous occasion. � at time, I’d 
crossed to the western side, approaching 
Dalehead Crags from the north-west. 
I remember having watched a group of 
partially-sighted walkers being led up the 
valley path I’d just le� . On my second visit, 
I was surprised to discover that valley path 
wasn’t as straightforward as they’d made 
it look... 

1

2

3

4

5

6

1
Start/Finish
Parking area just 
southwest of Little Town 
in the Newlands Valley 
(GR NY232194)
Walk NE along road for 110m. 
Climb stile on R. Follow trail up 
to track and turn R. 

2 About 150m beyond Castle 
Nook mine workings, bear 

L as track splits. In a few more 
metres, turn R at path crossing. 
Follow beck upstream. Eventually, 
gradient eases and crags to L are 
replaced by grassy slopes. Soon 
after path fords a tiny beck, take 
faint trail on L. This is just before a 
tiny crag that comes down almost 
to water’s edge. 

3 Turn L along clear, 
well-trodden 

route to climb High Spy. 

4 From prominent summit 
cairn, continue along 

western edge of fell. At bottom of 
drop on to Maiden Moor, keep L 
along less frequented route.

6 Just before 
reaching a clear 

path descending right 
from Hause Gate, 
take grassy path NW. 
Encountering another 
path descending from 
hause, turn sharp L, 
still descending. 

7 On reaching track beside 
wall, turn L. Follow this 

round to R and down to road. Turn 
L to return to car park. 

5 Rejoin main 
ridge path to 

descend.

7
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Further information

Maps: Ordnance Survey 1:25,000 
Explorer sheet OL4 (English Lakes, 

North-western area); Harveys 1:25,000 
Superwalker (Lake District North)

Transport: None convenient 

i Information: Keswick Information 
Centre, 017687 72645; 

www.keswick.org

Beyond the Castle Nook mine 
workings, as one path took a higher route, 
we decided to keep close to the beck. 
Sunshine hadn’t penetrated this part of the 
valley for weeks, so patches of old snow 
and icy rock made for slow going. I was 
recovering from a shoulder operation 
too, so my le�  arm was e� ectively out of 
action. As I struggled to balance on the 
treacherous terrain, a waterfall plunging 
18m or so over a lip of black rock seemed 
particularly ominous in the dim light. In 
the spring and summer, this dark place is 
probably a sylvan hideaway – and I’d be 
springing from boulder to boulder. 

Finally feeling the weak winter sun on 
our faces, we emerged from the shadows 
close to Dalehead Tarn. Heading north-

east along the ridge to High Spy, I was 
soon standing on top of the cli� s we’d 
seen from the valley: Eel Crags, Red Crag 
and Miners Crag. With unhindered views 
across to Dale Head and the ground 
at my feet dropping 200m to the beck 
below, what had looked menacing from 
below was, from this fresh perspective, an 
upli� ing place.

Beyond High Spy, we dropped to 
Maiden Moor, using the trail around the 
fell’s western edge rather than the broad, 
well-trodden path that cuts uninspiringly 
across the middle. We le�  the ridge at 
Hause Gate, the grassy saddle between 
Maiden Moor and Cat Bells, again using 
old routes le�  behind by miners to return 
to LittleTown.   

The slopes of Hindscarth dominate the 
western side of the Newlands Beck 

Dale Head clings on to 
a few patches of snow 

A waterfall in the upper 
reaches of the Newlands 
Beck plunges over a lip 
of black rock 
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5 23 km/14 miles/7-8hours
Ascent 1035m/3400ft

1
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2 Continue uphill and join obvious 
path rising diagonally L across side 

of escarpment. Continue up gradual 
slopes to meet Pennine Way with paved 
path. Turn R and walk SE up to Little Dun 
Fell and continue on to Great Dun Fell 
– walk to the western side of the radar 
station for the best views. 

3 Retrace route and 
walk on to climb 

to summit of Cross Fell. 
Walk N from top, to 
W of scree slopes, and 
descend to meet Pennine 
Way near Greg’s Hut.  

4 Turn W along Pennine Way for 
800m, then continue ahead to 

follow path over moor to descend to S 
side of Ardale Beck. Carry on down to 
wall and gate, go through next gate and 
follow track leading R over stream to 
terrace above river.        5 Turn L on bridleway and 

keep ahead through fi elds 
to gate by farm. Walk down short 
cobbled track and go R by old 
building to pass through two more 
gates. Turn slightly L on tarmac 
track, through another gate after 
60m, and walk on to house. Pass 
through gate and turn R to return 
to Blencarn.
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Roger Butler enjoys high pressure over the high Pennines 

THE FULL MOON LOOKED larger 
than normal as I drove across the open 
moors between the sweeping slopes of the 
Howgills and the towering blu� s of the 
North Pennines. Out west, a � ery sunset 
encouraged me to park up for � ve minutes 
and I hoped red sky at night would mean 
hillwalker’s delight. I wasn’t disappointed 
because, next morning, high pressure and 

clear skies shimmered across the whole of 
northern England.

Twenty miles away, the serrated skyline 
of Blencathra looked like it had been 
freshly cut with geological scissors and 
every Lakeland peak stretched along the 
horizon in a long undulating panorama. 
Half of me wished I was there, but I’d never 
been up Cross Fell before and my long 

circuit was de� nitely going to make the 
most of the warm weather. “And they’ve 
promised this for a whole week,” said the 
quad-biking farmer with his earthy and 
unmistakeable Cumbrian accent.

� e � rst ascent revealed old drainage 
patterns dotted with new plantations of oak 
and rowan. Wriggly valleys and shadowy 
hidey-holes at the back of Du� on Pike 

Cross Fell, North Pennines  
ENGLAND

1
Start/Finish
Eastern end of Blencarn 
village green, GR: NY639312 
Go through gate at end of green and turn L on 
track through gorse. Keep ahead to solitary house, 
pass through two gates, go ahead as track crosses 
river and veer R uphill when path enters valley. 
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had a touch of Middle Earth about them. 
Bracken gave way to so�  turf and views of 
the radar-tracking golf ball on top of Great 
Dun Fell. � is, too, could be woven into 
� e Lord of the Rings, maybe as a futuristic 
look-out for Frodo and his friends.   

Scree slopes interrupted my daydreams, 
but half an hour later I dozed by a 
crystal-clear spring. � e head of the River 
Tees lay across the watershed and Cow 
Green reservoir was a hazy Mediterranean 
blue. I hit the Pennine Way, where the 
paved causeway was a social historian’s 
delight: gritstone slabs from cramped 
terraced streets and well-worn � ags from 

The moorland is pitted with 
sink holes and some now form 
distinctive circular pools

A tall columnar cairn is a landmark on the 
eastern side of Cross Fell. The radar station 
on Great Dun Fell can be seen in the distance

Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000 Explorer sheet 
OL31 (North Pennines)
Transport: Nearest station Appleby, 
but no buses to Dufton – 6km walk or 

taxi ride

i Information:  Appleby TIC, 017683 
51177

View east towards Cross Fell from 
near the start of the walk at Blencarn

busy old quaysides. � e broad plateau atop 
Little Dun Fell was ready for a game of 
rounders but, looking east, the seemingly 
endless moors really did resemble 
England’s last wilderness.

I hu� ed and pu� ed towards the giant 
pu�  ball on Great Dun Fell, but then felt a 
real so� ie when I met the cyclist who had 
just pedalled all the way up the access road 
– Britain’s highest road – without stopping. 
I told him he must be looking forward to 
the descent but he was in no rush since we 
both agreed that, up here, you don’t o� en 
get days like this.

My tracks were retraced to the col below 
Cross Fell, followed by a climb to the stony 
summit table. � e � rst tall cairn was a lone 
sentinel but the recently rebuilt summit 
shelter was a work of art that now provides 
protection from each and every direction. 
From a distance it might resemble one of 
those pods in � underbirds, but it’s also a 
suntrap and red admiral butter� ies dri� ed 
around the perfectly formed dry-stone 
walls. It was hard to imagine those days 
when the infamous Helm Wind rolls 

angrily down the western slopes.
I dipped into shadow for the � rst time 

at 4 o’clock and waved to the backpacker 
who must have been looking forward 
to a high camp. Spongy slopes led down 
to iconic Greg’s Hut, where the log 
book showed the weathertight bothy 
had provided frequent respite from the 
previous week’s rain. Lonely Alston, an 
important refuelling stop for long-distance 
walkers, tiered above the South Tyne on 
the far side of Rotherhope Fell.

Classic drumlins and meanders caught 
the evening light as I dropped towards the 
eastern fringes of the Eden Valley. Walking 
through Eden might sound corny, but that’s 
the best way to describe the last three miles 
as the hillsides were draped in shades of 
golden honey and another sunset erupted 
beyond the Solway Firth. I quickened my 
step as a curious feature suddenly jumped 
o�  the map. � e Hanging Walls of Mark 
Anthony were ancient cultivation terraces 
and, despite the gathering dark, who could 
resist wanting to see something with a 
name like that? 
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Paul Richardson takes in two dramatic dales

IT’S ALWAYS AN emotional experience 
when you realise that your trusty boots 
have to go, before they disintegrate and 
leave you barefoot on a mountain top. 
� is is followed by a slightly apprehensive 
‘� rst date’ with your new boots. So, with a 
silent vow to honour and protect my new 
footwear, we set o�  along the riverside track 
from Low Mill towards Church Houses.

For a couple of weeks in early spring, 
this section is a carpet of yellow as the 
masses of wild da� odils pull in large 
numbers of visitors. We had the path 
along Farndale to ourselves today though 
as I gingerly skirted around muddy 
puddles. It wouldn’t do to get my precious 
boots dirty so early.

Just before Church Houses we le�  the 

valley bottom to head up the hillside that 
separates Farndale from Rosedale, taking 
us through a farm yard. � en disaster 
struck. I went ankle-deep in cow muck. 
My new boots were just two blobs of 
stinking goo. A� er a few seconds of self-
recrimination, I realised this was for the 
best, and that it would allow me to enjoy 
the rest of the walk without having to 

Farndale and Blakey Ridge, 
North York Moors  ENGLAND

12 km/7.5 miles/4-5 hours
Ascent 280m/920ft

1

2

3

4

5

6

1
Start/Finish
Low Mill 
GR: SE674953
Leave Low Mill car park on the 
path leading down to the River 
Dove and follow the track along 
the right hand river bank.

2 Just before High Mill 
(this is now the Daffy 

Café) turn right to head uphill 
through the fi elds leading to 
Bragg Farm. Keep L around 
the farm buildings then go up 
the track to High Bragg House. 
Cross the road and take the 
LH track, leading uphill across 
fi elds.

3 After the gate take the track 
leading N that traverses 

the slope of Blakey Ridge. This is 
ill-defi ned in places so you may 
need to be careful to keep on it. 
Just ahead of the road, turn L 
onto the route of the dismantled 
railway and continue until the 
road junction.

4 Turn R onto the top of the 
Church Houses road then 

cross the Castleton road, dropping 
down onto the dismantled railway 
on the E edge of Blakey Ridge. 
Follow this SSE for 3km until you 
reach the remains of a building on 
the right.

6 At the road, cross onto the 
track that leads directly 

downhill into Farndale, then after 
the wall veer L to descend to Cragg 
Cottage. From here follow the 
track downhill that brings you out 
to the small road junction and take 
the road opposite into Low Mill.

5 Go past the building 
remains, and take 

the LH track at the (small) 
pile of stones. Although 
the narrow path can be 
overgrown with heather, 
it cuts directly across 
the moor, so it’s not too 
diffi cult to follow.
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Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000 Explorer sheet 
OL26 (North York Moors – Western 

area); OS 1:50,000 Landranger sheet 94 
(Whitby & Esk Dale)

Transport: Bus service 128 runs 
through Kirbymoorside in summer 

(Sundays only in winter) – about 8 miles 
south of Low Mill; Railway station at 
Castleton – about 10 miles north of Blakey 
Ridge

i Information: North York Moors 
National Park, 01439 772700; 

www.northyorkmoors.org.uk

ponce about. � ank goodness for that.
Traversing the western � ank of 

Blakey Ridge o� ered great views across 
the sprawling valley of Farndale, and 
the short shower we had to endure only 
served to produce a rainbow in the 
dale below. 

As we gained height on Blakey Ridge, 
we started to catch the icy cold wind that 
seems to be a constant companion up here 
in winter. If there’s a breath of a breeze 
in any of the surrounding dales, in any 
direction, it will probably be blowing a 
gale on the top of Blakey Ridge. On the 
plus side though, this is a magni� cent 
ridge that gazes out over Farndale to the 
west and Rosedale to the east, so it’s well 
worth putting up with a bit of weather for 
the privilege of taking in two of the North 
York Moors’ � nest dales. 

A perfectly positioned hollow was 
the ideal shelter for a lunch break, before 
we crossed the ridge-top to meet the 
dismantled railway that runs along the 
top of the western slope of Rosedale. 
Down to our le� , the picturesque 
Rosedale valley trundled on towards 
Rosedale Abbey. Across on the eastern 
slopes, the long abandoned iron mine
works are a testament to the industrial 
heritage of these hills; seemingly 
incredible today as we basked in the 
quiet tranquillity that permeates the 
entire dale. 

We le�  Rosedale behind, cutting 
through knee-high heather to head west 
across the southern moors of Blakey 
Ridge. � ere is a narrow, well-de� ned 
track across here, but the heather was 
disguising it remarkably well as we 

The path above Farndale 
on the way to Blakey Ridge

The dismantled railway path 
provides views across Rosedale

pushed on through to reach the slopes 
that drop away, back into Farndale. 

� e sun was already sinking as the 
heather covering of the higher level 
moorland gave way to the grassy slopes 
above Farndale. Unfortunately, both the 
sun-level and the foliage were indicators 
that our day on these magni� cent moors 
was drawing to a close. Heading directly 
downhill across the � elds above the River 
Dove led us onto the short road section 
that took us back to Low Mill. 

As well as having a great day on the 
moors, I’d entered into a new relationship 
– with my new boots. � e cow muck 
ensured the honeymoon period was soon 
over – they knew what the score was now. 
And at the risk of sounding like a bounder 
and a cad... I hadn’t missed my old boots 
a bit.  

96    The Great Outdoors  April 2016



7
Musselwick and Marloes, 
Pembrokeshire  WALES

Gradient profi le Metres above sea level

0 km 42 10 126 8 18 20 221614

75
50
25

0

Alf Alderson explores a perfect Pembrokeshire peninsula 

IT WAS IN THE midst of a glorious 
Indian summer that I decided to take on 
this loop around one of Pembrokeshire’s 
loveliest peninsulas. Starting from the 
calm, sunny shores of St. Brides Haven it 
was easy to see why so many people had 
chosen to paddle and play in the sun-
dappled waters rather than tramp south 
towards Musselwick, but more fool them.

For Musselwick is one of 
Pembrokeshire’s least visited beaches, and 
an hour’s walking saw me descending onto 
its golden sands ready for action – yep, I’d 
thrown towel and shorts into my pack and I 
was breaking my walk with a swim.

In early October the water o�  the 
Pembrokeshire coast is never colder than 
‘bracing’ and it was the perfect way to build 

my appetite for lunch, which was taken 
with glorious views out across St. Brides 
Bay to the St. David’s Peninsula.

Lunch over, a swi�  clamber up from 
the beach was followed by a westerly hike 
out to Martin’s Haven, from where the 
ferry will take you to the wildlife haven of 
Skomer Island, which among other things 
is home to a vibrant pu�  n population 

1
Start/Finish
Parking at St Brides Haven 
GR SM803108
From the parking area above St. Brides 
Haven head W towards Nab Head on the 
Pembrokeshire Coast Path, then S for 1.5km 
to Musselwick Sands.

22 km/13 miles/6 hours
Ascent 290m/950ft

2 Stay on the Coast Path 
as it veers W to Martin’s 

Haven; at Martin’s Haven 
continue out to Wooltack Point, 
then SE for approx. 2.5km to 
Marloes Sands.

3 At the NW end of Marloes Sands 
take the footpath N for 0.3km then 

sharp E to Runwayskiln Youth Hostel. 
Follow the lane past the hostel then turn 
sharp L through a car park and continue 
NNW for 0.3km along another lane to a 
minor road.

4 Turn right on this road for 
about a kilometre, in the 

direction of Marloes, until you come 
to a footpath which takes you N 
back to Musselwick Sands and the 
Pembrokeshire Coast Path.

5 Once on the Coast 
Path retrace your 

route from Musselwick 
Sands back to St. Brides 
Haven. 

1

2

3

4

5
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Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000 Explorer sheet OL36 
(South Pembrokeshire); Harvey’s 

Pembrokeshire Coast Path
Transport: Puffi n Shuttle bus service, 
www.pembrokeshire.gov.uk.

i Information: Haverfordwest Library and 
Information Centre, 01437 775244

and the world’s largest Manx shearwater 
colony.

I didn’t have time for the short hop out 
to the island, but I still enjoyed marvellous 
views of Skomer as I wandered out towards 
Wooltack Point where the tidal currents 
rush between the mainland and the island.

� ere was also a chance to see scores 
of Atlantic grey seals – bulls, mothers and 
pups were all hauled up on the beaches 
beneath the cli� s around Wooltack Point, 
grunting, groaning and squeaking in the 
warm a� ernoon sunshine.

Heading south-east now, I eventually 
found myself gazing down on the beautiful 
arc of Marloes Sands – another dip was 
tempting but time was moving on and a 
quick stop at the ice cream van in the car 
park just past Runwayskiln was all I could 

Looking towards 
Mouse’s Haven

Musselwick Bay

Gateholm Island and Skokholm 
Island (in background)

allow myself if I was to get back to St. 
Brides Haven before dark.

Cutting across the peninsula to drop 
back down to Musselwick and retrace my 
steps back along the Pembrokeshire Coast 
Path, I didn’t meet another soul for the � nal 

� ve kilometres of my walk, and watching 
the sun sink on the still, pastel waters of 
the bay I agreed with the lone canoeist 
paddling ashore that we’d probably just 
scored the best of what had already been a 
magni� cent day on the coast.  

Martin’s Haven
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Roger Butler explores a quiet corner of the Cotswolds

THE COTSWOLD COMMUTERS had 
le�  Duntisbourne Abbots long before we 
rolled into the car park at the back of the 
village hall. � reads of mist hung across 
the valley like the spray in a horticultural 
greenhouse and the stone houses and 
moss-clad roofs looked as if they hadn’t 
changed since the wealthy woollen 

industry peaked around here in the 16th 
Century.                                                                                                             

Our � rst track had rutted into a dozen 
separate paths and behind the hedges the 
skylarks clearly sensed that spring was in 
the air. A rusty gate and a range of animal 
tracks marked a sudden plunge into a steep 
valley and, bang on cue, a dozen roe deer 

emerged from the trees and stared silently 
at the two interloping hikers. Solemn silver 
birches crept down the bu� -coloured bank 
and orange hazel catkins swayed by the 
side of the river.

� e so�  curves and sweeping contours 
could have been created by the swi�  stokes 
of a watercolour brush and carried the 

Duntisbourne and Sapperton, 
Cotswold Hills  ENGLAND

18.5km/11.5 miles/7 hours
Ascent 395m/1300ft

12

3

4

5

1
Start/Finish
Duntisbourne Abbots village 
hall, GR: SO970079
Take minor lane W from 
Duntisbourne Abbots and take 
track by bend, continuing W to 
cross lane after 1km. Continue W 
to edge of wood and follow track 
downhill, through gates, to narrow 
lane. Turn sharp L down valley. 
Path crosses two footbridges and 
turns W up Ashcombe Bottom. 
Turn R after 300m and walk uphill 
to lane. Go across on minor lane, 
take L fork after 400m down to 
houses at Sudgrove. 

2 Pass through last gate and 
walk SW into wooded valley, 

continue SW uphill for 1km to 
meet track. Turn L, then L downhill 
at Througham Slad. Turn R on next 
track after 400m. Walk S for 300m 
then fork L after 300m and take 
second path on R. Walk S up valley 
side, turn L to Waterlane. 

3 Take path forking L behind 
cottage and walk steeply 

down into woods. Keep on R side 
of stream and walk S to lane. Turn 
L for 150m then join path on R 
through valley. Fork L after 500m 
up to lane, turn R for 700m and 
descend to Daneway (with pub). 

4 Join towpath on S side of 
bridge and walk E to tunnel. 

Continue E uphill, through trees, 
into Sapperton. Take bridleway NE 
by phone box for 3km to road. 

5 Walk N for 1km, take path 
on R to next lane, fork L 

over next fi eld. Turn R at next lane 
leading to Duntisbourne Leer. Just 
before river take track on L leading 
back to start after 700m.
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Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000, Explorer sheet 
179 (Gloucester, Cheltenham & 

Stroud)
Transport: Nearest station Kemble, 
between Stroud and Swindon. See 

www.travelinesw.com for local bus 
timetables

i Information: Cirencester TIC, 
01285 654180 

like the tentacles of a giant squid, the best 
option was to simply follow the streambed 
rather than dodge from one soggy tree 
to another. We were pleased to hit dry 
ground and swathes of wild garlic before 
an over� owing pool became another 
hindrance to progress.  

Down at Daneway, we peered into 
the line of the old canal that once carried 
trade between the � ames and the Severn. 
� e towpath is still walkable but the 
derelict channel has succumbed to silt and 
succession. We knew that the entrance to 
the famous Sapperton Tunnel – at one time 
the longest in the country, but now blocked 
by rockfalls and layers of mud – lay ahead, 
but the isolated stone portal and the dark 
black void still came as a bit of a shock.

Sapperton village, rising steeply 
above waves of woodland, caught the 
last remnants of the sun and we � nally 
opened the wine gums before heading 
north to the picture-postcard valley that 
links Duntisbourne Leer with its big sister 
further up the hill. � e commuters were 
back now, but we hadn’t seen anyone all 
day in this secret corner of the 
Cotswolds.  

path, over the infant River Frome, into 
a damp underworld of primroses and 
celandines. Old man’s beard was strung 
across thickets of thorn and old creepers 
looked like snakes as they wriggled and 
squirmed through the bushes. A vole 
dashed for cover as the sun � nally burst 
through and lit up a sudden montage of 
browns, greens and greys. At Sudgrove, 
sopori� c sheep settled under the sparse 
shade of the budding ash trees and the 
sweet smell of a woodman’s � re dri� ed up 
the south-facing dell above Holy Brook.

A stony track, twisting into the next 
valley, soon became a fast-� owing stream 
which had sculpted the bedrock into a 
series of smooth boulders. We turned 
through the next gate and looked into a 
long, empty valley of tilted pastures and 
wandering dry-stone walls. Buzzards 
mewed in a powder-blue sky and heat 
shimmered above the cottage gardens in 
the hilltop hamlet of Waterlane.

A narrow path tumbled to a forest 
� oor which must have spent the entire 
winter under water. No wonder some 
maps name this valley as � e Trench and, 
as roots stretched into patches of marsh 

 Beyond Sudgrove, the walk 
drops into the secluded wooded 
valley of the Holy Brook

Near the end of the walk, the route 
passes an historic Cotswold settlement 
at Pinsbury above the Frome valley 

 In the woods below Waterlane it was 
sometimes easier to walk in the streambed 
than jump from one tree to another
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Tim Gent takes a walk far back into history on Dartmoor 

GREAT LUMPS HAVE BEEN torn from 
the ground, abandoned buildings huddle 
shattered amidst scars that criss-cross 
the moor, and evil lies at the heart of this 
walk.  Once there, at the edge of some 
impressive tin mining remains, Evil 
Combe turns out to be a pretty if rather 
uneven little spot, speckled with Galloway 
cattle.

Even on a moor renowned for its 
archaeology the boggy folds in the ground 
tipping down towards the infant River 
Plym manage to stand out. Almost as soon 
as we’d le�  the Scout hut near Sheepstor, 
walking out along Edward’s Path, we came 
across the � rst lumpy remains.  

Many of the arti� cial earth or stone 
heaps you come across on the moor were 

thrown up to cover a grave. � e ones at 
Ditsworthy were built to house rabbits, live 
ones, and these elongated ‘pillow’ mounds 
lie scattered all around the old warren 
house at the end of the footpath. We 
didn’t quite reach the farm itself, leaving 
the well-trodden route to weave our way 
through the old � eld walls and mounds 
above, heading instead for the low ridge 

9
Higher Hartor Tor, Dartmoor   
ENGLAND

10 km/6 miles/3 hours
Ascent 240m/780ft

1

2

3

4

5

1
Start/Finish
Nattor car park
GR SX 579673
Take the track E from the 
car park to fi nd a gate to the 
Scout Hut and a path leading 
out to Edward’s Path.

2 After 400m or so, leave 
Edward’s Path at the slight 

bend, to head SE, climbing gently to 
pass through the northern edge of 
the Eastern Tor stone scatter, before 
continuing downhill to meet a clear 
track.

3 Follow the track NE to cross 
the stream, before heading 

uphill, past the stone rows, to 
Higher Hartor Tor.

4 From the tor, head NE, 
passing close to the mining 

scars above Evil Combe, before 
fi nding a track, then a path, that 
crosses the hill, heading NW 
for Nun’s Cross Farm (the path 
does grow a little faint, but by 
then, even in poor visibility, you 
should be able to see the farm). 

5 After visiting Siward’s, 
or Nun’s, Cross, turn S 

to follow a clear path, then a 
track, back to the car park.
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Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000 Explorer sheet 
OL28 (Dartmoor)
Transport: Beacon Bus 56 (01805 
804240), but only to Meavy, and not 

frequent

i Information: High Moorland Visitor 
Centre, Princetown (01822 890414)

holding Eastern Tor, and its view out to 
our main ancient destination. 

It has been suggested that as well as 
forming ceremonial procession routes, 
the stone rows on Dartmoor, built in the 
late Neolithic and early Bronze Age, also 
helped in navigation. Many seem to line 
up naturally with a good walk, and the 
Drizzlecombe rows, one with a stone over 
4m high, certainly matched our route out 
towards Higher Hartor Tor and beyond. 

Once through an impressive collection 
of prehistoric settlements and burial 
mounds, and past the tor, it was the 

remains of tin mining that took over.  
Apart from the impressive medieval cross 
that marks the turning point, the outer 
half of the walk is dominated by what’s le�  
of Eylesbarrow Mine, worked over a wide 
area in the � rst half of the 19th Century.  
Deep holes pepper the hilltop and great 
ri� s cut down across the hillsides towards 
the river. Piles of spoil and those derelict 
buildings complete the scene of past 
industry. And just to spoil the dramatic 
introduction, the name evil is said to 
derive from the Dartmoor mining name 
for a pick-axe. 

Walking through the remains 
of Eylesbarrow Mine

Higher Hartor Tor

The tallest of the Drizzlecombe 
stones, often called the Bone Stone
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Roger Butler chalks up some brand new scenery

I’M STARTING TO WONDER if I had 
a deprived childhood. Not because I grew 
up in a northern mill town, where some 
of the old chimneys were almost as high 
as the surrounding hills, but because the 
only chalk I saw during my early years 
– and beyond – was in the form of dusty 
sticks that were used to scribble algebra 
on the old school blackboard. Nowadays, 

� ashy whiteboards mean I would have 
missed out altogether. 

Hang on, though. An educational 
trip to Europe required a couple of 
ferry journeys, but our views of Dover’s 
glistening cli� s were somewhat limited. 
� ese English icons were coated in mist 
on the way out and buried under sheets of 
rain on the way back, when the weather 

was so bad we had to ride out a storm 
before the captain was prepared to dock. 
Now, bobbing o� shore, this was surely a 
chance to � nally see some proper chalk, 
but the rain just didn’t let up. So near, yet 
so far.

� e years rolled by, a bit like undulating 
white cli� s, but now it was � nally time 
to stride out across the eroding edge 

10
The Seven Sisters, South Downs  ENGLAND

11.5 km/7 miles/4-5 hours
Ascent 495m/1625ft

1
Start 
Car park at Exceat, by A259 and Cuckmere 
River GR: TV518995
Leave car park and visitor centre at Exceat, cross A259 
and turn L for 80m to meet gate signed South Downs 
Way. Continue up gradual slope, with fi ne views over 
Cuckmere River, pass through gate at fence and veer R 
downhill, above Foxhole, to join track running parallel to 
river. Walk S past lagoon to reach shingle beach. 

2 Turn L towards cliffs and take 
zig-zag path to top of Cliff End. 

Join path over Haven Brow and follow 
Open Access land for 3.5km along 
cliff tops to meet lane at Birling Gap. 
Walk downhill past row of houses to 
National Trust information centre and 
viewing platform. 

3 Cross car park and take path rising 
to L of cottages. Keep ahead to 

Belle Tout lighthouse, following well-
signed paths, and continue on South 
Downs Way for 3.5km to cliffs and trig 
point at Beachy Head. Return on bus to 
Exceat.

4
Finish 
Bus stop opposite Beachy 
Head Countryside Centre, 
GR: TV591959

1

2

3 4
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of East Sussex. I’d waited long enough, 
but accelerating rates of erosion made 
me think I shouldn’t delay things much 
longer. Dramatic collapses, caught on � lm 
during the wild storms of early 2014, were 
a pertinent example of the ways in which 
climatic and geological processes are 
reshaping our Channel coast.

Cuckmere Haven came as welcome 
relief a� er battling through the 
bungalow jungle to the east of Brighton. 

valley. � e wind was warm, though it 
was o�  cially measured as ‘hold tight to 
your cap’, and the knapweed and scabious 
swung like the o� shore gulls.

� e information centre at Birling Gap 
revealed the full extent of the coastal 
crumble. A terrace of seven coastguard 
cottages, built in the 1820s, has now been 
precariously reduced to a row of four, 
but a � ne viewing platform allows airy 
vistas along the cli� s. Beachy Head now 
lay ahead. � e stump of the old Belle Tout 
lighthouse – remarkably moved back 
50 feet in 1999 – was the � rst landmark, 
soon followed by the more famous red 
and white lighthouse which was gingerly 
glimpsed below the plunging drop.

We looked down into Eastbourne but, 
a� er 10 minutes of sun worship, decided 
we weren’t quite old enough to end our 
walk there. Many, however, made the 
journey in times gone by and le�  cli�  op 
marks in the form of Iron Age enclosures, 
Bronze Age tumuli and ancient rutted 
trackways. I hope they also enjoyed their 
days out on the chalk. 

View east to Birling Gap with 
the old Belle Tout lighthouse 
atop the far headland

The drama of the Seven Sisters seen 
looking east from Birling Gap

� e sweeping meanders of the river 
shimmered under the sun and two bright 
orange kayaks dawdled down towards 
the sea. We wandered out to the broad 
shingle beach but were almost caught out 
when our pebbly peninsula was suddenly 
transformed into an island by the fast-
rising tide.

� e chalk dazzled our eyes at the 
eastern end of the bay and we explored 
the gravelly band between the foot of 
the cli� s and the foaming sea. A large 
red buoy swayed in the surf and made 
striking foreground interest for the 
camera. � is white stu�  had de� nitely 
been worth the wait! 

A narrow path scuttled onto the downs 
and up to the start of famous Seven Sisters. 
� e cli�  ops were wonderfully wild and 
devoid of development, though things 
might have turned out di� erently if inter-
war plans for a holiday resort had not 
been stopped by far-sighted councils and 
campaigners. A bottle-green sea made a 
stark contrast with the rollercoaster cli� s 
and each dip led to a closely-cropped 

Looking west from the downland 
turf above Flagstaff Point

Further information

Maps: OS 1:25,000 Explorer sheet OL25 
(Eastbourne & Beachy Head)
Transport: Nearest station Seaford. 
Regular buses connect to Exceat and also 

provide return transport at the end of the walk. 
See www.sevensisters.org.uk for timetables

i Information: Seven Sisters Visitor Centre 
at Exceat, 0345 6080193

View east to Haven Brow from the lagoon 
above the pebbly beach at Cuckmere Haven
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Next month: ‘Evening Light’

Send your pics to editorial@tgomagazine.co.uk 
or The Editor, The Great Outdoors, Kelsey Publishing, 
Cudham Tithe Barn, Berry’s Hill, Cudham, Kent, TN16 3AG

‘Into the woods’

In our readers’ photography series, we ask you to send in 
your best pictures on a specifi c theme. Next is ‘Evening 
light’ by 10 March and then ‘Blue’ by 8 April. 

Tag your Instagram shots with #TGO 
#TheGreatOutdoors and we’ll share them!

Blickling Woods, Norfolk in May, captured by Andrew Hardy

En route to Mt Fitzroy Argentina, photographed by Michael Gibbons 

Taken on Dartmoor by Seren Wildwood Michael Henley took this shot while trekking  in Sikkim
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Wax your
G-1000 garment

Our g-1000 fabric can be
adapted with Greenland Wax
to suit different weather con-
ditions and activities.

Adding more wax increases the
fabric’s water and wind resistance as well as
the durability and lifetime of the garment.
In warmer conditions, the wax can be

easily washed out for cooler, more
breathable clothing.

Using an iron, hairdryer or
camp stove, heat the garment
until the wax is absorbed. To
remove it, wash the garment at
40ºc.

ApplyGreenlandWax onto the
garment – focusing on the
seams, shoulders and other
exposed areas.

0

a
to

Follow the QR code to find out
more about waxing your g-1000
clothing

designed for countless trips,
the SarekTrekking Jacket is a tra-
ditional, longer cut design in our
G-1000Original fabric.

The 3-way adjustable hood
is large and features a foldable
visor to give more protection
when needed. The two large
chest pockets are easily accessible
when wearing a pack and there
are twomore pockets lower down.
Hem,waist and cuff complete the
jacket’s timeless and functional
design.

llraven.co.uk/storelocator

clothing.

Sarek Trekking Jacket

A MODERN
CLASSIC


