




Going solo

I was awake on and off from four thirty and when my mind started ticking over I knew within a short time that I was not going to be able to settle back to deep sleep. The decision was taken by the time I rose at six.

I had left a message with A two days before, asking if he wanted to go out on a walk. It was the week between Christmas and New Year and although the forecast wasn’t ideal, it was enough to allow us onto the hills - cold and wintry with squally snow showers expected. The tops would have snow albeit early winter snow probably soft and powdery.

In the event A didn’t get back to me and I vacillated right up until the moment the decision was made. I quietly shook E awake and whispered my intentions. In her drowsy state it took the time for me to wash and dress for the message to register. ‘Do you think going to the hills on your own in winter is wise’ she said – ‘especially when the weather forecast isn’t good’. ‘It’ll be okay’ I replied. I’m sure she wasn’t convinced but reluctantly accepted my decision before settling back to sleep. Inside, I felt this might not be one of my better ideas.  

I was away before 7.00 after scraping the ice from the windscreen. The road was very quiet and the gritters were out as I sped north in the darkness past Stirling then through Callander and Crianlarich. My intention was to tackle Ben a’ Chreachain just beyond Bridge of Orchy. When I reached Tyndrum I stopped for a cup of take-away tea, which I sipped in the car in the gloom of a winter dawn with snow on the ground and snow in the air.

The journey from there to my destination at Achaladair Farm was slow as snow was falling and lying on the road surface. Doubts were running through my mind - was I going to be able to get up the mile of farm track to the start of the walk – was I even wise to attempt this venture at all and even if I did, would the track still be passable at the end of the day when I needed to get back out again. I carried on until I reached the junction with the farm access. It didn’t look too bad and even had tracks in evidence – some else was ahead of me.

I reached the car parking area kindly provided by the farm to see that I was indeed not alone. Another car was parked and I drew up alongside.

The other car contained two fellow hillwalkers somewhat younger than myself and we all three prepared ourselves for the outing in the sullen early morning light.

By this time I had decided I was going to attempt the walk and as soon as I had donned all my warm and weatherproof garments I set off, ahead of the others, to venture on alone.

I passed through the farm and on upwards and across the bridge over the West Highland railway. All the while I was looking up at the hillside and all around at the grey leaden skies. The wind was from the north west with heavy black shower clouds low on the horizon These would be certain to arrive and confirm the forecast of snow showers, on and off, throughout the day. It being December the daylight hours would be short with darkness falling around four o’clock. I had already thought about the daylight time available to me and decided I would attempt a direct route up the steep north-west face of Ben Achaladair as an alternative approach to my chosen Munro. This should be shorter than following the usual route up the corrie to the col between Achaladair and Beinn an’ Dothiadh and hopefully save a bit of time. It would also let me get some use of the ice axe.

Just over the railway bridge I turned left and followed the railway for a short distance before turning towards the hillside. The first of many snow showers began and within minutes it was blowing a blizzard with the snow clinging to my clothes and the visibility reduced considerably. I carried on slowly up the hill still able to keep on course and with the going not too steep at the moment. Pretty soon the exertion of gaining height got the blood pumping and despite the wintry conditions I was soon as warm as toast.

After about fifteen minutes this first shower abated and I was able to see my surroundings again. I noticed a large herd of deer in the distance away to my left – easy to pick out in the white background. Behind me the horseshoe shaped hills of the Blackmount were distinguishable across the bleak and wintry landscape. The terrain was becoming ever steeper and I was stopping occasionally to look up and try to pick out a suitable scoop or gully for my ascent. I needed to find my way between the numerous rock outcrops. The snow line was above me at about two thirds way up and I lined up a route that looked feasible. The next hour was just an energy sapping slog up steeper and steeper ground until I reached full snow. I unpacked my ice axe and with mixed feelings of exhilaration and trepidation started up the slope with caution. The snow was very soft and the axe was gaining no purchase in the snow alone. However at this level on the hillside there was still vegetation and it was into this that I was achieving enough grip and leverage to keep me going safely.

Part way up this upper level I was enveloped in another snow shower. I had seen it coming and sure enough before long I was climbing up through driving snow in a   black and white vista stretching no further than about fifty metres all around. I knew I was totally on my own here but had no feelings of apprehension or inadequacy. I was watching each step carefully and choosing what I considered the best ascent line.

By the time the dark clouds passed over I was well up the hill. Looking down I could see just how steep the terrain was and conjured up a picture of a rolling flailing body, tumbling and falling down the mountain. A bit of an over dramatic vision perhaps, but obviously great care was required.

Above, I espied a narrow section of the gully that went up for some distance and then turned to the left. I couldn’t see what lay beyond this turn but as it looked a possible ascent route I decided to go for it. I stuck close to the gully wall to enable me to use the rock for handholds whenever necessary and slowly ascended. I made good progress until I reached the turn where I discovered that this gully came to a dead end – a mountain cul de sac. I’d have to go back. As anyone who knows the hills will confirm, descent is almost always more difficult than ascent and on this occasion it was no different. Hanging on the ice axe and looking down between one’s feet trying to establish the next foothold downwards tried both my nerve and my balance. However I managed my retreat without mishap and made a short traverse left to find another way going up between rocky outcrops. This proved negotiable and steady progress upwards was achieved.

Before long I felt the angle easing and sensed the top was not far off. This was soon confirmed within a few minutes when the wind suddenly grew from barely noticeable to gale force in seconds. I literally sailed up the last short section and arrived on top of the ridge about a hundred metres left of a misty Ben Achaladair.
Feeling pleased with myself I now took a moment to gather my thoughts for the next stage of the trek. 

It was just after midday with the first section having taken almost three hours – not as quick as I’d expected. I would need to push on to make Ben a’Chreachain and still have enough time to get down off the mountain before dark. 
I tightened up my jacket and hood to keep out the icy blast and made to set off along the top of the ridge. I had climbed Ben Achaladair some years previously so with time being crucial didn’t venture onto its top. Instead I fixed a bearing and headed in the general direction of Ben a’ Chreachain. Visibility was poor and with now being on the level (relatively speaking) I kept my compass at hand to keep check on my bearing.

The next landmark on my route was a drop down from the Achaladair plateau to a col between there and the subsidiary top of Meall Buidhe. Being fairly steep, I used my ice axe to control the descent in the snow, some of which was wind blown and hard packed, affording better purchase for the axe but precarious foundation for the feet. However, it wasn’t long before I had reached the col and then started ascending the opposite slope to Meall Buidhe. At this point another squally snow shower moved in and I was soon struggling to keep my feet on the icy surface while the wind howled around me. The effort required to make forward progress was also starting to make me feel very weary and each step was an effort. Buffeted and driven onto all fours on several occasions, I was glad when the summit of Meall Buidhe was eventually reached.  

Time to take stock once again. The shower had passed but I was still in the mist and all around me was a grey and forbidding arctic style landscape. Ground and sky merged into one, broken only by the occasional black scars of protruding windswept rock.

I withdrew my map from inside my jacket, established my bearing and, compass in hand, set off once again. I reckoned I could make Ben a’ Chreachain before two o’clock with enough time to get down off the mountain thereafter.

Walking on a bearing in white out conditions takes trust and vigilance. Both come with experience and today would provide a stalwart test.

Keeping constant watch on my line of direction, my immediate surroundings and estimate of distance covered I made forward progress until a change in direction was called for. This should have coincided with a rise in ground level and thankfully did.

I climbed steadily and after a while finally arrived wearily at the cairn on the summit of Ben a’ Chreachain. It was one forty five and the wind was blowing furiously – not a place to linger.

Time to eat. I spent the next ten minutes in the lee of the cairn fumbling with flask and provisions, progressively getting colder as I tried to consume my sandwiches as fast as I could. It’s funny how the brain doesn’t work so well the colder it gets. I had gloves on and off several times, sometimes pointlessly, as I juggled food and flask with frozen fingers. Then when it was time to leave, I stood up and watched helplessly as my sit mat flew like a banshee across the slope and over the lip of the nearby cliff edge. I’d just bought the bloody thing too. More fumbling about putting everything away, checking and assembling my pack and then it was time to make my retreat from this hostile wilderness.

I couldn’t find my compass immediately but started my descent anyway. Visibility was still poor and I had descended maybe a hundred metres before I made a check on my bearing. It didn’t read what it should have. I stopped and re-checked, a slight ripple of apprehension crossing my brain. It still wasn’t right. ‘For Christ’s sake what’s wrong here’ I said to myself with mounting irritation, ‘I haven’t got time for this now’ – but the compass needle did not point down the slope in the direction I was travelling. ‘Calm down and think’ I remonstrated with myself. Taking out the map I tried to figure out what was happening. I looked back up towards the summit and saw two shadowy figures in the murk – the first humans I’d spotted since leaving the car park this morning. I wasn’t sure if they noticed me or not but it was immaterial anyway as they disappeared almost immediately. 

I decided the only sensible course of action was to retrace my steps back to the top and check my bearing from there. So I trudged off  with tired limbs back to the summit.

Once on the top I soon confirmed that my assumed initial line of descent was wrong. I really should have known better than to set off without checking. It’s all too easy to leave the top of a mountain going in the wrong direction when visibility is limited and paths are indistinguishable. I started down on the correct route this time.

Almost immediately it began snowing heavily again and with the strong wind now blowing in my face my skin began to sting and my eyes to stream. Up to now my glasses had protected my eyes but I decided now was the time to put on the snow goggles I had in my bag. Yet another few minutes struggling in the atrocious conditions before I was off again on my descent – compass in hand.

A look at my watch told me there wouldn’t be any time to spare if I was to make it back to the car before nightfall so I pressed on hard. Many people find descent from the hills as, or more, difficult than getting up and take a long time coming down, even on mountain paths. Some people have problems with their knees and rely on walking poles for added support. Up until now I have been fortunate to avoid these conditions and now took full advantage of my fortune to descend rapidly.

The bearing I was following cut a transverse path across the hillside above the small loch called Lochan a’ Chreachain and would, if all went well, take me towards and through the remnants of an old Caledonian pine forest at the foot of the mountain before reaching the railway. From there it was onto a track leading back to the farm.

After a while the snow eased and my white encrusted body suddenly emerged from below the cloud line to see the Lochan below and to the left - and in the distance the forest. I smiled with satisfaction.

Time was still tight and so after removing my snow goggles I carried on with haste   on my descent.

Part way down I saw above, and parallel with me, two other hillwalkers making their way down from the direction I’d come from. I surmised these were the two people I’d glimpsed briefly on the top.   

As height fell away so the warm glow returned to my chilled frame. After a while I reached the forest and made my way through. The trees were not densely packed - unlike the characterless squash of forestry firs - and the view through the stately scotch pines to the prominent north face of Ben Achaladair was as magnificent as any mountain view one might see. The snow was much thinner on the ground at this lower level and I felt sure now, that I would complete my outing in daylight – though only just. (I did have a head torch anyway).

I startled more red deer browsing in the forest on several occasions – they were certainly highly visible and abundant in numbers today. Presently I reached the long and winding thread of the West Highland railway. The access track on the other side looked a long way off and awkward to reach and there was perhaps only half an hour or so of daylight left. So decision time. Make for the track or stay with the railway. The railway it was.

Walking at the side of the single line track I was now glad to be on the homeward stretch. I was tired but inwardly pleased at my days venture on this particular Scottish hill. Self satisfied but not smugly so. One is always learning. 

Deer were again in evidence as I trudged along beside the track – both alive and dead. Transfixed by the headlights of the rumbling trains in darkness a few of them had been cruelly annihilated.

At last I was back at the car and just in time, for darkness was making its inexorable endeavour to eliminate what daylight remained. I quickly changed out of my outdoor gear and into some casual clothes and as I was doing so the two lads I had seen earlier arrived back next to me. They were the same pair who had been with me at the start of the day, and as it turned out, the two I had seen on the Munro top. One of them asked with a hint of concern if I had seen a solo walker near the summit of Ben a’ Chreachain and I hastily admitted it was me. He seemed relieved but didn’t ask the reason why I was a hundred metres down on the wrong side of the summit, so I didn’t tell him – a case of too much information. 

All changed and everything packed in the car I was ready to go. Another vicious squall arrived just as I pulled away from the Farm and by the time I reached the main road it was dark and blowing sleaty, wild and fast – a night no soul should be abroad in.

Five minutes later and I was sitting comfortably in the bar of the Bridge of Orchy Hotel, pint of ale in hand. One might say the proper way to end a satisfying and enjoyable day on the hills.   

The long drive home brought the day to its conclusion.

