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Crossing the A9

Cycle through the Gaick Pass - a great

Perthshire adventure
Thomas Beutenmuller

Middle age is a funny thing. Some men
buy themselves a fast sports car, but |
bought myself a mountain bike. | tried
to fill the void that compleating the
Munros has left me with and started
exploring the bits of the Highlands
between the hills. OS maps gave me
ideas for routes, and the other great
source of inspiration were the series
of pocket mountain books called Bike

Scotland by Fergal MacEarlean. One
route in the blue book that always took
my fancy was the “Passage through
the Gaick”. This route starts just north
of the House of Bruar at Dalnacardoch,
soon after the A 9 becomes a dual
carriageway, opposite the turnoff for
Trinafour.

| once cycled the first part to

Middle age is a funny
thing. Some men buy
themselves a fast
sports car, but | bought
myself a mountain bike.



Sronphadruig Lodge on my way to
climb the Corbetts An Dun and A’
Chaoirnich, but | never had been able
to organise the necessary logistics for
the through route to Badenoch. The
book suggests to start at Blair Athol
and then take the train back from
Kinguisse, but | never fancied the cycle
near the A 9. But then in June 2021 a
window of opportunity opened up: My
father-in-law and youngest daughter
were planning to have a weekend at
the Cabin to do some maintenance
jobs. | asked my father-in- law whether
he would mind dropping me off at
Dalnacardoch and then pick me up

at Ruthven Barracks later that day?

He said he could do this and take my

daughter for lunch at Loch Morlich.
The weather forecast also looked dry
and cool for this Friday, the 4th June,
so the cycle was on!

With all logistics in place, | now had
time to have some doubts: Was it wise
to do this cycle on my own? What if

| would have a flat tyre in the middle
of nowhere? Or fall off the bike and
injure myself? Or the rivers were in
spate and unpassable? | thought that

| should approach this tour like a rock
climb: Climb up as far as you can and
once you get to the difficult bit decide
whether it is more prudent to retreat,
or to push through to the top. | thought
to myself that once | would get to the

With all logistics in
place, | now had time to
have some doubts: Was
it wise to do this cycle
on my own? What if |
would have a flat tyre in
the middle of nowhere?

Gaick Lodge | definitely should carry
on, come what may.

On the day we arrived at Dalnacardoch
at midday. | was getting ready, said my
Goodbyes and set off. The first crux of
the day was to safely cross the dual
carriageway of the A 9. On the other
side | picked up a good landrover track
that led me in the forest. | soon came
to a junction that was not on the 0S
map. | took a left turn and soon was
following the Edendon Water north.
The next landmark | passed was an
abandoned cottage along the way. |
met the only other two cyclists of the
day: They had started in Blair Athol and
had their lunch there. We exchanged
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| am really scared of
snakes, but as it was
not rustling in high
grass and | could clearly
see it | actually enjoyed
this encounter with my
first Scottish serpent!

some words and | carried on.

The views were getting better all the
time and the route was obvious. An
Dun is such a prominent shapely hill
and | would have to cross the pass

on its southern slopes above Loch an
Dun and the other Corbett Maol Creag
an Loch. Just before Sronphadruig
Lodge there is a concrete ford across
a stream. Last time | was here this was
covered in shallow water but today it
was dry. The cycle to this point had
taken me one hour.

Beyond the Lodge the good track gave
way to a footpath, which was quite
boggy in place. Soon | had to push
my bike across the Edendon Water

and heave it up a steep slope on the
far side. On top of this brae | saw an
adder sunbathing in the heather....|
am really scared of snakes, but as it
was not rustling in high grass and |
could clearly see it | actually enjoyed
this encounter with my first Scottish
serpent! | even took a photo, but I did
make good use of the Zoom function
on my camera....The adder soon
crawled into the undergrowth and left
me alone.

The path for the next 1.5 miles was
narrow, muddy and rocky in places,
and it also had a drop to my right down
to the loch. I let the bike roll gently
along this section and got off the bike

when | felt wobbly rather than taking
the risk of tumbling down the hillside
into a snake pit, and | made slow and
steady progress. At the far end of the
loch I had to cross another river. The
water was very low, but | have heard
that other cyclists had to turn back at
this point, as they found the stream in
spate and impassable. After this river
crossing there was a good track again
and despite having to ford another
river near the Gaick Lodge | did not
have to push my bike anymore for the
remainder of the route.

The Gaick Lodge is in a very remote

position. | had a quick stop there, but
despite some horses grazing in the
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The narrow path above Loch an Dun

From there on the biggest
objective danger was that
| may swallow some flies,
as | was smiling from ear
to ear

field, there were no humans there as far
as | could see. | pushed on and cycled
along the shores of Loch an t-Seillich.
There was another hill to climb on its
northern point but after this the road
began to descend for the remaining
five or six miles. | soon came on a
tarmacked road and was able to zoom
along in my highest gear and enjoyed
the speed. From there on the biggest
objective danger was that | may swallow
some flies, as | was smiling from ear

to ear: | felt elated as | knew that | had
cracked the Passage through the Gaick!

| had a quick stop at Bhran Cottage,
but as | could not get a phone signal to
let the family know that | was nearing
our rendezvous point | decided to carry
on. | was freewheeling down the glen
and was at Tromie Bridge in no time.
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The journey’s end at Ruthven Barracks

There | took a left turn and cycled

the remaining couple of miles to the
Ruthven Barracks. This cycle had
taken me just under 4 hours and | was
feeling elated.

Is there a better feeling than
accomplishing an adventure of any
kind you have dreamed of for years?
And is there a better place than the
comfy seats in front of the Cabin
fireplace to rest your weary bones
afterwards?

A word of warning

This is a tough mountain biking route
through some very remote terrain,
involving several river crossings. | only
can recommend it in dry weather, out
with the winter months. The distance |
covered was approximately 40 km.

A good level of fitness and a sense of
adventure is required. You may have
encounters with wild animals (see
earlier photo).

the best of the climbing
is concentrated South
West of the capital
Heraklion in Central
Crete, so if only going for
a week, go there.

There is no mobile phone reception, so
carry OS maps 35+42 and compass.

Take spare clothing and waterproofs,
food and drink and bike repair tools
and inner tubes.

And have a plan in place how you will
get back to your car/train station/etc.

A
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The Forcan Ridge on the Saddle

SR It was high summer and
) | was wearing cheap

baseball boots from
Woolworth’s.

. -
- .

John Fowler
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| started up the slippery
slabs. Better be careful
here. It's an easy enough
scramble but | was
slowing, the mist was
thick and it was now

raining heavily. I I

g

he Five Sisters from the
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| followed along the
splendid spine of the
Faochag ridge for the
dreaded descent to
the glen. From the
summit you descend
from 909m to 37m

in a single unrelieved
slope and you can
see your car in the
lay-by far below for all

of the way.
'}
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To get us onto the
mountain we decided
to get the cable car
up to the station near
Punta Rocca (3309m).

Andy skinning up the ascent gully

Ski Touring the Marmolada

In March 2022 my wife Freya and variable snow conditions our ascent Punta Rocca is very close to the

| went on a week-long skiing trip was more exciting than expected. summit (<1 km horizontal distance),
to Cortina d’Ampezzo in the Italian the ridge between Punta Rocca and
Dolomites. We had hoped to do both The plan: Punta Penia is exposed and technical,

and we had no information about how

piste skiing and touring. However,
it could be crossed.

- . We planned a route that started
due to our trip being late in the

and finished at the village of Malga

season ski-touring options were Ciapela, which is situated to the east Because of this, we decided we would
limited. We decided that our best of the Marmolada. To get us onto ski to the Capanna (Italian for hut)
chance would be an ascent of the the mountain we decided to get al Ghiacciaio (2700m) and start our
highest mountain in the Dolomites the cable car up to the station near ascent to the summit from there.

- the Marmolada (3343m). With Punta Rocca (3309m). Although We would then skin up a steepening,
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With skins on skis we
started the ascent,
initially across the open
slopes leading to the
entrance of the gully,
and then into the gully’s
narrowing confines.

narrowing gully until a rocky step,
which we would scramble up and
continue on to a shoulder above.
From the shoulder we would follow
the Vernel Glacier to the summit.
The descent would be the reverse of
the ascent.

The day:

An early start from Cortina in our
hired Fiat 500 saw us arrive at Malga
Ciapela in time to catch the first lift.
Our descent from Punta Rocca to the

Capanna al Ghiacciaio started down
the freshly pisted snow of the Punta
Rocca run, which was still crisp due
to the chill of the morning. However,
we quickly switched into off-piste
mode and continued down hard
packed, uneven snow towards the
Capanna al Ghiacciaio. We made it to
the hut without incident and enjoyed
a great view of our ascent route. A
pair were already half way up the
gully and gave us a sense of scale -
it looked further than we expected!

Freya on the Vernel Glacier

With skins on skis we started the
ascent, initially across the open
slopes leading to the entrance of

the gully, and then into the gully’s
narrowing confines. As on our
descent from Punta Rocca, the snow
was hard and irregular and we were
thankful for the existing track. In the
gully itself small (<5cm) rocks littered
the snow'’s surface - clearly the head
wall wasn't too stable. We kick-turned
our way up the steepening slope until
we arrived at the rocky step.

o —
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Andy on the summit

After the final plod to
the summit, we sat and
enjoyed amazing views.
We had expected to
meet others, but were
alone — where had

the team in front of us

gone?
This wasn't as intimidating as it had avalanche-prone slope immediately hard ice. Slowly we skittered up the
appeared from below. It was time above a rocky step made us a little glacier, meandering our way around
for crampons on boots and skis on uneasy. However, while ensuring the crevasses, and eventually
rucksacks. we kept a good distance apart to reached the gentler summit slopes.

distribute our load and trying not to
be directly above/below each other,
we eventually reached the shoulder.

The rocky step itself was pleasant
scrambling for about 20m which

After the final plod to the summit,
we sat and enjoyed amazing

had the feel of easy Scottish mixed views. We had expected to meet
climbing. However, things got After a quick break, we continued up others, but were alone — where
more thought-provoking above the the steepening Vernel Glacier, which had the team in front of us gone?
step. Still on steep snow, we took a was surprisingly dry for the time As we sat, the void of the South
direct line to the shoulder and were of year. Although the lack of snow Face was immense and the empty
surprised to encounter soft snow meant easy identification of some Capanna Punta Penia was eerie.
that was sometimes thigh-deep. small crevasses, we struggled to Our happiness to be at the summit
Wading through deep snow on an embed our crampon points into the was tarnished by an anxiety — did
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we want to return down the icy
glacier, avalanche prone-slope, and
gully that was exposed to rock fall

as we had originally planned? There
had been more objective dangers

on the ascent than we had expected
and we were both reluctant to return
that way if we could avoid it. A review
of the map showed there was an
alternative descent to the Marmolada
Glacier, which used a section of via
ferrata. Thankfully, we had brought
harnesses, slings, and a rope.

After finishing our rolls and chewy
sweets, a quick descent down the
summit slopes brought us to the top
of the cliffs bounding the western
end of the Marmolada Glacier.
Footprints lead us to the top of the
via ferrata. A quick assessment
revealed an ~150m descent down
to the glacier, protected by a cable.
The easiest sections were easy

to downclimb, however, at some
sections the cable was buried
beneath the snow - these were
abseiled. Eventually we arrived

on the glacier below, elated. After
spending much more time on foot
than expected, we were glad to take
our crampons off our boots and our
skis off our bags.

Freya abseiling a tricky section of the via ferrata
e A . -

Skiing the initial section of glacier
was steep and, as we found this
morning, the snow was hard

and uneven. The gradient soon
shallowed and we were able to
traverse eastwards. In an attempt to
maintain height, we stayed as close
to the cliffs below Punta Rocca as
possible. From here, we continued
our traverse, with the occasional
section of skating, until we returned
to the piste of the Punta Rocca run,
slightly below where we had left the

piste that morning. As we were after
the last lift, the piste was deserted.

The remainder of our descent
followed the pisted runs. We had
these to ourselves, except for one
ski patroller who was adjusting
some netting. After skiing on mostly
hard, choppy snow the smooth piste
allowed us to ski with some grace
once again. We were back at the
Panda within the hour enjoying a
well-earned Aperol Spritz!

N —
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So, when we went off
in our van in July on
holiday in Scotland,

we thought we should
break ourselves back
into hill walking fairly

gradually

The summit of Knock Hill

David Small
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The Picardy stone, Bennachie in the distance ‘ ‘

There was a memorable
freshness to this sunny
day which contributed
to a feeling of being
cleansed of the after-
effects of the Bug.

St LA
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We walked up the hill
on a fine morning,
again surrounded by

hundreds of Magpie
moths, and enjoyed
superb 360 degree
views from the

summit ‘ I
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In the glen, it is not easy
to find somewhere to
Cross the river, a point
not mentioned in the
Corbetts book

JMCS Newsletter - 2022

High summer in Knoydart




| realised, a long way
up the track, that in
telling Linda I'd be

comfortably back in
5 hours | had got my
timing arithmetic badly

wrong.
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Cycling on the track from Inverie

Linda was enjoying a cool
dip in the crystal clear
sea down at Lochcarron,
| would certainly have
abandoned the trek to
make haste to join her.
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Rain stops play

o~ % > So that was how July
e @ 2022 ended — not with a

tick of a climb but with a

downpour.
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Leaving Ullapool

A Northwest Passage

The most vivid memories from

my outdoor life are often linked by
that belly-tickling feeling of facing
something nervy, new and unnatural.
Leaving an Alpine bunk before dawn.
Matching a torqued axe. A night
alone in a bothy. It’s like your brain
fires open new synapses to deal with
unfamiliar challenges.

| hadn’t expected those nerves about
this trip: a long walk from Ullapool in

the Northwest Highlands to Evanton
in the Cromarty Firth.

But there was definitely anxiety in
the air as we stood in Loch Broom,
posing for an awkward timer shot
while puzzled fishermen looked

on. My mind was focused on our
lack of long-distance walking
experience, on my gammy hip and
on the un-springlike April forecast
of days of heavy snow and sub-zero

But there was definitely
anxiety in the air as we
stood in Loch Broom,
posing for an awkward
timer shot while puzzled
fishermen looked on.

temperatures. My shoulders could
already feel the last-minute additions
to our rucksacks: crampons, axes and
down jackets.

Two friends and | began planning

this trip back in 2019. We plotted

an aesthetically-pleasing route that
crossed almost no roads, topped three
Munros and negotiated unavoidable
high ground. Our coast-to-coast

route was about 100km long, through
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Lightening our
rucksacks was a good
excuse to let whiskey
fuel a good night's rest.
My feet were toasty in
fresh” woollen socks,
found abandoned on a
bothy peg..

country that was entirely new to
us. By splitting it over five days,
it seemed an interesting but very
achievable challenge.

New babies, injuries and Covid
meant that it wasn't until April 2022
that we got under way. Rather than
walking in a three, it was just my
mate Doug and | stepping out of the
sea on a driech day in Ullapool.

Day One: Ullapool to Coiremor bothy.

We left the shore at 9am, bleary-
eyed from the pre-dawn drive from
Edinburgh. An industrial quarrying
road led to Glen Achall, a pleasant
spot that I'd not heard of before.
We gently gained height, initially on
tarmac, through remnants of native
birch and pine woods. After five
miles, | took off my rigid and heavy
B3 climbing boots and strapped
them outside my rucksack. On went
light fell shoes and my achy feet

Day 2, huge amounts of snow on Seana Bhraigh

felt instantly blissful, but | did wish |
owned some winter walking boots.

My mind began to wander to all the
potential things that could go wrong.
| even muttered something to Doug
about how, on balance, we probably
wouldn’'t complete the walk. What an
uplifting walking partner! In contrast,
Doug had declared that we'd
‘practically done the thing’ within an
hour of leaving Ullapool.

We arrived at Loch an Daimh
surprisingly quickly. An open fishing
hut gave shelter from the thickening
drizzle. Its glass windows looked

out on a barren landscape. Only a
lone honking swan provided some
sign of life. Doug lifted our spirits by
unwrapping a two-day-old margherita
pizza. | treated him to the first of




Day 1 nearing Coiremor bothy

many stirring renditions of Stan
Rogers’ Northwest Passage: “Ah,

for just one time | would take the
Northwest Passage. To find the hand
of Franklin reaching for the Beaufort
Sea..”

Perhaps to shut me up, Doug
suggested a good plan; to ditch the
scheduled night at Knockdamph
Bothy and push on to Coiremor
Bothy. This section was a real
highlight, following single-track
stalkers’ paths then crossing a

squelching bog. Negotiating the
tanking Corriemulzie River was
moderately buttock-clenching, but
the cosy confines of the empty bothy
felt a reward for the effort.

We were tired and keen to get eating.
It was my first experience of modern
dehydrated food, a 1,000-calorie
curry. Verdict: surprisingly good.

| passed on Doug's ‘starter’ of
mushroom paté, which he coiled

out on to the back of his hand, then
licked with delight.

Thick clag soon
enveloped the summit,
meaning slow progress
with compasses in
hands and snow up to
our knees.

Lightening our rucksacks was a
good excuse to let whiskey fuel

a good night’s rest. My feet were
toasty in ‘fresh’ woollen socks, found
abandoned on a bothy peg. We
banged the door shut on a dramatic
view of Seana Bhraigh’s pointy side.
A colourful riot of cliffs, bog and
oozing water. We slept well. Day two:
Coiremor bothy to Glenbeg bothy All
that colour had gone by morning.
Overnight, the hill had donned a
puffy winter coat and the drumbeat
of gushing water had stopped.
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Day 2, at the Abhainn a’ Ghlinne Bhig

Everything felt still. An April winter
wonderland.

The summit remained in view,
600 metres above the bothy. The
mountain seemed much bigger,
bloated under all that fresh snow.

The conditions made it an easy
decision to discount the steep
scramble up Creag an Duine’s
dramatic north ridge. We instead
followed the broad ridge of Creag
nan Gobhar, which in hindsight
was the right call regardless of the
weather. It felt plenty hard enough
with our big rucksacks.

Thick clag soon enveloped the
summit, meaning slow progress with
compasses in hands and snow up to
our knees. Spotting Seana Bhraigh's
cairn emerge from the mist was
joyful. We'd completed one of the
cruxes of the crossing. There is no
easy alternative between Coiremor
and Gleann Beag.

Axes came out for the steep drop
towards Glenbeg Bothy. We linked
slippery turf ribs that divided dozens
of snow-filled gullies into a Zebra-like
pattern across Sean Bhraigh's broad
south side. The ground beneath the
melting snow was at peak saturation

The old bothy book
offered a wild read.
We learned how the
original bothy burned
down in mysterious
circumstances.

and sunballs whizzed past us. It was
a delight to reach the river, remove
layers and lozzack in a brief spell of
late afternoon sun.

Glenbeg Bothy was less delightful.
Rat poo was everywhere and snow
was falling through its broken roof.

| can see why it seems to have been
written off as un-fixable.

The old bothy book offered a wild
read. We learned how the original
bothy burned down in mysterious
circumstances. How a horse called
Honey got stuck in a nearby bog only
to be ‘righted by a passing fighter

N —
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We whiled away a

lazy evening, reading,
resting and watching
dense snow plaster the
hills that encircled our
remote shelter.

jet’. And how a young Frenchman
survived a ten-day solo stay, armed
with only sandwiches.

We whiled away a lazy evening,
reading, resting and watching dense
snow plaster the hills that encircled
our remote shelter. We lay down in
one of the few snow- and dropping-
free spots. Our heads hovered next
to freshly-gnawed holes in the wall.

Day three: Glenbeg bothy to Loch
nan Amhaichean We swithered over
breakfast about whether to tackle
our second planned Munro, Am

-8

Faochagach. It would mean wading
through the drifts on its remote
northern flank. Alternatively, we
could bypass via low-level tracks
east through Gleann Beag and south
along Loch Vaich. We took the easier
option and had no regrets.

We enjoyed the sightseeing tour
of Gleann Beag, which contains
numerous eye-catching boulders
and crags, including a remarkable
half-domed cliff. Any climbers with
e-bikes and a sense of adventure
could fill many days there.

M .

Day 2 in Glen Beg

Eventually we turned south into
Strath Vaich. We'd feared this

would be an industrial-feeling glen,
hence our reluctance to avoid Am
Faochagach. In fact, the east bank of
Loch Vaich is an uplifting place. We
watched a golden eagle soar above
the miles of regenerating pines that
can hopefully one day be unshackled
from their protective fences.

We snuck into a derelict farmstead
at Lubachlaggan, getting there just
in time to dodge the latest smashing
of snow. It was a useful moment to
make a brew and lay out the map

o —
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Lots of wee birds darted
about, with their chirping
providing a pleasant
soundtrack to our
suffering.

JMCS Newsletter - 2022

Day 4; sunrise at Loch nan Amhaichean




Via a combination of
tracks and heather

bashing, we reached a
beautiful old stalkers’
path at Loch nan
Druidean.

-

Day 4 Ben Wyvis
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The cloud lifted to give
our first sight of our
end point at Evanton.
Beyond, the rusty oil
rigs of the Cromarty
Firth looking eerily
magnificent.
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We marched down

the sand bank, across
the mudflats, over the
bladderwrack and into
the sea. Big hugs. We'd
done it.

her mother approached. “Those are
big bags. Where have you been?”
Finally, we could tell our tale. They
did a great job of sounding suitably
impressed and not mentioning how
much we stunk.

We followed a series of wooded
trails to the pretty back streets of
Evanton, across the roaring A9
and along pleasant paths towards
Kiltearn Castle.

We marched down the sand bank,
across the mudflats, over the
bladderwrack and into the sea. Big
hugs. We'd done it.

Our crossing was extremely short

by “through-hiker” standards.

Many people walk three times this
distance on the TGO Challenge each
year and we only topped two Munros

A
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Day 5 Sore Feet on reaching Glen Glass

in five days.

But to us, it felt a big adventure. |
suspect that it will be imprinted on
my memory for a long time.



Denise Hesketh

As well as being a
great training for roped
climbing it's a fun activity

in its own right. It's so
liberating and playful.
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It's very accessible.
It's a growing sport
with more and

more young people
becoming involved.

and to inspire people to have ago at
bouldering as a fun activity in its own
right.

Last year | won a cup as the best
female super veteran at 50+. But

that was because | was the only
competitor in this category. So | would
like to inspire others who are in my
demographic who are thinking of
giving it a go to do so. As well as being
a great training for roped climbing it’s
a fun activity in its own right. It's so
liberating and playful.

It's nice not to have to carry lots of
equipment. You don't need a partner,

although training with a partner orin

a group can be fun as well as training
alone. It's very accessible. It's a
growing sport with more and more
young people becoming involved.
There are walls or climbing gyms
everywhere. There is no need for a car.
Outdoor enthusiasts usually can find
bouldering outdoors which is often
more satisfying and less crowded.

| enjoyed my first competition last
year. | entered 3 of the comps. My
final points were 231. It was the best 3
comps they used to make the total. As
| did 3 of the 4 comps | did quite well; |
finished roughly 100" from the bottom
of a field of roughly 99 competitors.
My scores weren't high: | only got 42
points in my first comp. | managed

to score 92 in my other comps. Quite
a few people with a similar score to
mine had only been to 2 comps, so |
got my points from going to 3 comps
basically. But | was pleased with my
score because | had done my best
and pushed myself hard. | also had a
fun time in a friendly atmosphere. It
was a really good experience and my
bouldering has improved.

There were 3 categories: hard,
intermediate and easy. | chose the
easy category which started at VO
and finished at V4. The next category

Problem 5 (purple) in last year’s
competition

<
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It was nice if you
could find some sort
of a strategy getting

the hard ones out of
the way before you
became too tired
but while suitably

warmed up ‘ I
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A typical boulder problem

Again quite a lot of people have
finished in the low hundreds and again
the scores at the bottom are quite
clustered. There is a good competitive
spirit in the lower grades, many folk
were trying the 3s over and over having
not got a send for serious points, it
was all good fun.

The spirit of trying and trying, working
on a problem, maybe you'll get a

point, maybe not, awesome either
way, encouraging friends to go for it
and try that little bit harder. And yes
they'll still be there at alien bloc: all the
problems for anyone who wants to try
them. It gives you a good idea of the

sort of problems that would be in a
competition and this would encourage
you to try.

Competitions are a lot of fun. |

would encourage anyone who loves
bouldering to give them a go, it's

a lovely vibe on the night. You see

lots of people you are likely to know
already from training at bloc, you get
to compete with them in a fun friendly
way encouraging them to push that bit
harder and make the moves.

It's 10 points for the send first time. If
you don't stick it, it's 7 points and 5 if
you make it on the 3@ go. A send after

Competitions are a
lot of fun. | would
encourage anyone
who loves bouldering
to give them a go, it's
a lovely vibe on the
night.

any subsequent or numerous attempts
it's one point.

And it doesn’t matter about coming
last or near the bottom - it's all about
having fun, I've found bouldering to be
a most enjoyable form of climbing . It's
so inclusive and spontaneous.

| won't get the cup this year but | might
get a T-shirt, these go out to the first 80
people to book for 3 comps or more,
so if that's not an incentive | don’t
know what is.

See you at a gym soon. Maybe even at
a bouldering comp.

N —
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The scenery is indeed
tremendous, and the
walking is pretty tough.

Most days have a lot of
ascent and descent on
fairly rough terrain

e

A gentle approach to the ridge - day 1

Bryan Rynne
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considerably gentler walking, and in
some ways is more scenic, although
the scenery is less spectacular, with
views entirely across the island from
east to west, and even a distant

view of Sardinia at the southern end.
However, you do also spend more
time on gentle forest tracks, with little
scenery. Overall, it is worth doing the
entire route, but if | had to choose

| would say do the northern half, to
anyone that does not mind the serious
scrambling.

Most of the accommodation is up

on the ridge, in National Park gites or
privately-owned ‘bergeries’ (I think that
these were old sheep or goat herding
stations). These offer basic, dorm-
style accommodation, but you need

to bring your own sleeping bag (and
pillow if you want one). Alternatively
many of these have tents for hire (pre-
erected), containing sleeping mats. As
far as | could see these were invariably
Quechua 3-man tents. Or you can
carry your own tent - if you really want
to. The route is quite hard anyway,
without carrying a tent. However, we
did pass many people who were doing
so - mostly they looked young, fit and
impoverished, and were walking very
slowly and often looked worn out... |

think that wild-camping is not allowed,
so you have to camp at the bergeries
even if you have your own tent.

All the accommodation offers an
evening meal and basic breakfast
(sometimes very basic, not much more
than coffee - bring some snacks.).
The track, and the accommodation, is
usually a long way from any road, so
even if you have your own tent you will
probably want to eat in the bergeries.
And the bergeries are the main water
sources - there are a tiny number of
springs, with taps, along the way, but
not enough to keep you going.

| had long wanted to do this walk,
but the major obstacle that had

The streep ascent to the Pointe des Eboulis on day 3

always put me off was not the
distances or the technical scrambling
(‘piffling’, I had assumed, perhaps
somewhat optimistically). No, the
main impediment putting me off the
trip was the bed-bugs! | am not joking
- the GR20 is renowned not only for
its awe-inspiring scenery, and scary
terrain, but also for the squalor of

the accommodation along the way,
including bed-bugs. You don't want to
get them!

After the impressive way that Cloud9
managed the Tour du Mont Blanc for
me in 2019 | had a look at their website
to see what else they did. There |

found that they offered a guided GR20
trip, which they called ‘the GR20 for

4 =P



We avoid staying in
overcrowded and “rustic”

mountain huts, and
instead we stay in hotels
and privately-run gites

JMCS Newsletter - 2022 . . .




As it turned out the only
thing that went wrong
on the journey was
caused by Edinburgh
airport - their entire
baggage system had
collapsed

improvement on Stansted'’s usual
performance at any time. So | decided
to fly out a couple of days early on

a high quality airline known for its
reliability - Ryanair! They would get

me to Marseille and then Air Corsica
would get me to Corsica. | consoled
myself with the thought that if this plan
went all wrong | might still have time to
get onto the Easyjet flight instead...

As it turned out the only thing that
went wrong on the journey was caused
by Edinburgh airport - their entire
baggage system had collapsed due to
not enough staff. As a result of this,

after about 2 hours at the checkin

| finally got my bag onto a virtually
stationary conveyor belt and then
rushed off to get my flight. | had 20
minutes to get to the gate, and thanks
to having paid for fast-track through
security | made it. | was, of course,
convinced that my bag would not
make it. In fact, it seemed quite likely
that it would have barely moved from
where | had left it. Fortunately Ryanair
decided to wait for the bags, which
took another 1.5 hours. | doubt if this
was due to them being kind hearted.
More likely, hardly any of the bags
were on the flight at the time we were

The view from the Pointe des Eboulis

k ‘0"‘ 4 Sl - i,
SCERED S

due to leave since there were a lot

of people behind me at check in, and
it would cause Ryanair an immense
amount of hassle to fly out an entire
flights worth of bags to Marseille. So,
we finally got going about 1.5 hours
late, with all the bags on board! This
was fine by me since | had a 4 hour
wait in Marseille scheduled.

Hard to understand why, but once |
had left the UK everything worked like
clockwork. Marseille airport exuded

a general air of calm organisation,
especially once | had left the shack
allocated to the UK cheapskate airlines

N —
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The first day was a
gentle introduction.
After a taxi ride to the
start of the route at

Calenzana we set off
up a good path, rising
gently through the

woods aiming for the

ridge to the south.
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The group take a breather

Due to the heat and
high winds there was a

high fire risk so the next
section of the National

Park was closed!
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could be called ‘serious’ terrain. In fact,
we would pass close to the famous, or
infamous, Cirque de la Solitude which
the route used to pass through, but
which was closed following a huge
landslide in 2015. Instead, the route
now goes via a high col, the Pointe des
Eboulis. According to Cloud9: ‘this new
route makes what used to be a long,
tough day into a longer, tougher day'.
So, anticipating a fun day out, we

set off soon after the crack of dawn.
Unfortunately, as soon as we hit the
serious scrambling we found ourselves
in a very long, very slow moving

queue of people, many of whom were
struggling desperately on terrain that
was probably about as difficult as, say,
Curved Ridge. And it had chains on

Looking north on the ascent to Monte Renoso

the trickiest bits. To be honest, apart
from me and the guide, our party was
struggling as much as anyone else,
and | was delegated to come up at the
back and keep an eye on people while
the guide led the way. Not that leading
the way was really necessary given the
queue to follow. Still, the surroundings
were spectacular, and | had plenty of
opportunity to stand and look around,
and take photos.

Finally we reached the Pointe des
Eboulis, where we had a lunch stop.
This is in fact the highest point on the
route but at this point | realised that
Monte Cinto (2706m), the highest
point on the whole island, was only
about 700m away, admittedly along

a scrambly ridge off the main route. |
immediately decided that | could not
just walk past this and had to nip over
to it. None of the others wanted to
accompany me which, to be honest,
suited me. So | set off, expecting to
catch everyone up in an hour or so,

it was only 700m away. However,

it soon became clear that this was
not the pushover | had expected it

to be from a brief glance at the gps
app on my phone - shame it doesn't
have contours... And the map was at
the bottom of the rucksack, where

all the useful bits of kit seem to
congregate. In fact, it took me 2 hours,
and a certain amount of possibly
‘moderate’ climbing to ‘nip’ across
this 700m and back to the col - but

N —



On Saturday (day 6)

we had a long gentle
descent through the
woods to Corte, a

small, scenic town
roughly in the middle
of the island and the
middle of the trek.
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A typical view on the southern, easier half of the walk.

| enjoyed it, but | would

probably not do it again.
If I did | would definitely
do it at a cooler time of
year.
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