Highland Trail – 739km – 14800m - June 2nd to 7th 2012.

Day 1 – Saturday 2nd June 2012 – 07:30.
We camped at Tyndrum last night, must have been knackered because neither Steve nor I arose until 7:30. This was unfortunate because Alan had driven up from Swindon last night, via a 2 hour kip in his car in Carlisle and still managed to arrive at 7:00. He hadn’t met me before and had no idea what car to look for so had to sit and wait for 30 minutes. I was impressed that he was starting having already clocked up sleep deprivation prior.
I like to faff. In the back of my car I had the choice of my tired old Scott Genius or a borrowed Specialized Camber 29er. I was yet to throw a leg over the Specialized so taking it was a gamble, hedged by substituting my saddle. I was pretty sure the Scott would struggle as I don’t seem to find time to maintain it these days.
Steve and Alan waited patiently as I finished packing my carefully selected minimal kit onto the bike, no rucksack for this trip.
10:00.Heading north to the start of the trail my expectations were quickly realised as S&A accelerated away on every climb leaving me to enjoy the morning in peaceful solitude. I wasn’t surprised; these two are really focussed riders who put the miles in. I have far too many good excuses to worry about training and I fully expected to be riding my own race on a shortened course, maybe bumping into S&A from time to time. I had hidden the car key with the car for Steve to access if he was back first.
10:32.The official start line was pronounced to be the end of the sealed road next to the village hall. S&A seemed quite keen to record the time to the second – I had worked out it was Saturday. Physics isn’t my strong point but I know that uphill speed is relative to weight and power. At 6’, Alan has long limbs, efficient levers and weighs 70kg. At 5’7’’ I weigh 83kg. Straightaway the realities of power and weight became apparent as S&A floated effortlessly up the hill chatting in the morning sunshine. At the first descent the opposite scenario applies and I roll away assisted by the Specialized Camber’s uncanny ability to roll over the rough ground. The pattern for the ride was established.
I have ridden bits of the West Highland Way a few times, initially back in the 80’s on a horrible ex rental Specialized Hardrock, subsequently in full suss comfort and most recently with my son Oliver. I knew what to expect for the first few hours as Oli and I had ridden from Corrour Station to Glen Coe in 2010 and HT400 reversed that route. I thought I might hang on for at least half a day before S&A got twitchy and dropped me. Knowing the route gave me some confidence. Up and over the Devil’s Staircase was easy enough, it’s a short climb and the Camber was performing well on the technical sections. Back in the 80’s the descent into Kinlochleven was the best downhill I had ever encountered, now with experience of biking in 5 continents I was less gushing about its quality but it is fun all the same. Steve was persuaded to stop at the Co-op in Kinlochleven while I stocked up on food, lack of space in my bags was attenuated by loading up internally. A hot, sweaty climb ensued where we fought hard to keep pedalling without a dab, the technicality keeping us together. Once we hit a sealed road predictably S&A disappeared rapidly intothe distance. Actually that suited me better – the last thing I needed was to blow up trying to keep up with them.
I never really found out how long they had to wait for me at the top of climbs, it probably added up over the course of the route but it allowed Alan to get plenty of photos – if you see a theme of Edwards sweating up a hill in Alan’s pictures you know why!
Loch Eilde went past easily enough followed by a descent to the river crossing at our first bothy sighting, Meanach. It was a bit early to stop so we pressed on across grassy riverside bog. The trail was indistinct but the big wheels of the Camber seemed to do pretty well and progress was ground out. Al checked with me that this route had been ridden by 12 year old Oliver – assured it had he thought Oli had done very well – in retrospect so did I, it was pretty tough going.
Eventually we emerged at Loch Treig and joined a vehicle track to the hostel at Corrour. I called in for water and met a couple of families with young kids having supper. The children had ridden around Loch Ossian that day, including a little girl who’d done it on a balance bike. This is good character building stuff. Their food smelled great but Steve was twitching outside so I resisted the temptation to mine sweep and jumped on my bike in the chilly evening and rising breeze. 
Alan and I hadn’t met before today and he was set the task of guessing my job – we were well into the first day and he wasn’t making much progress. At the head of Loch Ossian is a very interesting house overlooking the water, really a very imposing and modern building constructed from granite with more than a passing reference to traditional Scottish fortifications. My interest in the building finally gave him the clue he needed – unfortunately I wasn’t allowed to do anything other than slow down and glance – are these two racing or what??
Britain’s longest driveway followed – I had just paid £200 to fill a few potholes in the track to our house – the cost of this drive must have made the owners eyes water. Anyway, good on him because it was smooth, well graded and sped us on our way north towards Loch Laggan. On and on we rode until the untrained Edwards legs were complaining to their owner they were getting tired and would appreciate stopping and eating. S&A’s legs had no such worries, they’d had an easy time of it hauling their lightweight owners slowly up hills while waiting for me. I made an effort and locked onto Steve’s wheel getting a distinct draft in the face of a stiff and cold headwind. I have utter confidence in Steve’s ability to choose the best line and despite being off road I could sit in, wheels overlapping, and hide from the headwind. At Lochan gah Earba it was all getting too much and frankly I was knackered. I told the S&A lead out team to head off without me as it was time for me to bivi. Al didn’t seem to think this was a very good idea and with the promise they’d slow down further I reluctantly declined to bivi on an unsheltered beach and tucked in for more team time trial action. Its times like this when the smooth rolling full suss is a bonus, I could switch off and just pedal. Purgatory ended when we reached a splendid castle which was the backdrop for Monarch of the Glen, whatever that is, Al was getting used to me knowing absolutely nothing about what’s been on TV since the long before the digital switchover.
We reached the A86 as the evening was drawing in and the midges were braving the declining breeze. I tried to find water at a couple of houses but to no avail, my single bottle ought to have been adequate for Scotland, I thought, but I was getting through liquid like a Scotsman at Hogmanay. My suggested route diversion to avoid some blacktop to Laggan proved unhelpful when we encountered a locked deer fence. I was secretly pleased as I’d rather take the longer road rather than the hilly track now that reality was a factor. We cruised down to Laggan Wolftracks Trail Centre (how tame these trail centres seem!) then turned left through some forestry workers cottages towards the bottom of the Corrieyairack Pass. By this point I was properly thirsty and ahaa! salvation. While England was suffering flooding and torrential rain - in a little garden in Scotland the owner was leaning out of his front room window watering the parched lawn with a hosepipe whilst simultaneously watching telly. He turned out to be very amenable, not only providing water for the 3 of us but also offering kindling for our forthcoming bothy stop. Unfortunately spare carrying capacity was in short supply so we had to refuse his kind offer and press on to Melgarve bothy, a few easy miles up the quiet valley to the west. 
Melgarve is great - clean, tidy, midge proof and empty. We got a room each. S&A had managed to pack a stove and pan into their bags, I could see where Al’s went as he had a rucksack, but Steve performed magic every day by getting all his gear into two bike mounted bags. S&A settled down to cooked food, I settled down to wraps with tuna. Frankly it contains calories and saves on washing up which meant the moment I could get to my sleeping bag came sooner. Sleep was not long in coming....
Sunday 3rd June 06:00
[bookmark: _GoBack]....nor was the early morning wake up call. These two must be on some sort of mission, I get up early all too often to get to my inconveniently located job and I needed a lie in. No quarter was given and all too soon I was breakfasting (tuna wrap again!). By 07:30 we were on the track up the Corrieyairack Pass – S&A chatting away, pulling away.
The zig zags meant I could keep tabs on them, they stopped to talk to an Austrian cyclist who reported an icy bivi at the top of the pass. We rendezvous at the top and I was working out how to break the news that I would be having a loooooong breakfast in Fort Augustus and how they’d be welcome to pedal up the next hill at whatever speed suited them without me. However, with a tail wind and a long descent the physics favoured me and I was able to cruise down the long descent with Steve, leaving hardtail Al a dot in the distance. This meant the ride into Fort Augustus wasn’t too hard and with breakfast to look forward to I’d keep my mutinous thoughts to myself, at least until after the second round of toast.
Alan is a great ally in getting Steve into cafes. I honestly think if Steve was on his own he’d never stop other than popping into shops for basics. For me the cafes are the highlights, little oasis of warmth, hydration and calorific intake. Since I started riding with Steve I learned it is pointless taking money – we just never stop. This new democracy, 2 against 1 changed all that and to Steve’s obvious irritation we stopped to eat.
The cafe was empty so food arrived rapidly, followed by a Dutchman who joined us and was impressed by tales of off road, big wheel exploits and Whyte prototypes. He had a sun burnt nose from his Scottish trip and seemed pretty happy about the weather, the cycling and life in general.
From our vantage point in the cafe window we watched the usual medley of mtbers heading out along the Great Glen Way. Al allegedly spied his first member of the Swedish Netball team, nice tanned legs but not much good on a bike. We passed the Swede after a couple of miles, along with her team she was sprawled by the side of the track, overburdened and under skilled. Loch Ness sparkled in the morning sun until we headed west into Glen Moriston. Acouple of fast miles on flat tarmac took us to asmiling woman tending her pretty cottage garden where we turned north and climbed an unmemorable track to an open moorland reminiscent of the Pennines somewhere like Saddleworth! Eventually we topped out at Loch ma Stac complete with – no track at all. Water levels were low so we took off along the shore scrunching over stones and rocks. These 29ers are real boulder rollers, every time I thought the bike would stall it just kept rolling – not exactly elegant but certainly effective. The northern end of the Loch ma Stac features a 3 storey derelict lodge on an island – easily reached at low water. It looked out of place and time marooned in the 21st century. 
A rapid descent on a newly constructed and unsympathetic track took us down to a bothy before a very fast main road descent dropped us into the sunny village of Cannich. This is a slight detour off the route but the shop sells all manner of food – and all manner of food was purchased by me and guzzled in the warm sunshine. Steve looked on patiently. I recommend roll mop herrings which seemed to perk me up no end. Or maybe it was the humus butties? We eyed up the punters arriving by car and parking up in front of our bench. We must have begun to look a bit wild because their attitude was changing. As we became scruffier and smellier the average car borne punter looked more suspiciously at us. No matter to us, for a few short days we were disconnected from their world concentrating only on food & water (me) and getting the miles in (S&A).
A really pretty minor road along Strath Glass followed, late spring bluebells scenting the air, easy miles on a full stomach heading north. Little details are imprinted in my memory – the 70’s Alfa Romeo Guilietta parked in an outbuilding at the Struy Inn. The next climb and mountain crossing however, I have forgotten in its entirety.
Small lanes drop us into the forecourt of the grand Fairburn House, it’s great that the footpath goes right past the front door, I couldn’t imagine that happening in the US. In evening sunlight we lose height quickly until we are riding alongside the broad and swiftly flowing River Conon heading for the dam where we cross. 
Problems, problems, public access has been denied since 2010 and there’s no way we are crossing the river. Nothing for it but to backtrack to the bridge at Marybank and then return on the northern side of the river. Frustrating when we were making such good progress but that’s life. The roads allow rapid progress and they are quiet enough, even the major A 835 road to all points west. 
We rock up at Contin, maybe it’s18:35 I recall it was 25 minutes before the garage closed. They sell coffee which I was discovering has a remarkably helpful effect, perking me up. Add coke, and a sandwich and we were ready for the next section into the evening gloom through the woods near Strath Peffer. Steve reminisced about the Strath Puffer, 24 hours solo in January – he came 3rd, or was it 1st? I wasn’t too concerned; at the time I was riding the Queen Charlotte Track in New Zealand’s summer while Steve battled through the Scottish winter. 
The gloom deepened, rain was on its way and sure enough as we popped out on to the road a couple of hours later, a cold shower dampened our progress. Every cloud has a silver lining and within 300m we came across the Inchbae Inn where we were able to bamboozle Steve into stopping even though it involved (a) spending money and (b) stopping too early (9pm). Steve perked up when the landlord pronounced the kitchen closed for the night and all rooms full. However Al’s charm rustled up a snack – or full meal as it turned out and I pronounced the ‘emergency’ Room 11 more than adequate as los trios amigos would prefer it to a midge infested ditch in the rain. Beer was drunk – by me – and scalding hot showers had by all of us. The shower was a rare chance to check out the state of my bum, not used to anything like this amount of cycling it was beginning to complain that extra rations of Sudocrem were required. Sleep came quickly to Steve and me. Al was treated to our snoring – serves him right for having the bed.
Monday 4th June 04:10
S&A had told the hotel we’d be away before breakfast, there was plenty of light but it was very chilly, frost on the windscreens of the cars. A kettle in the room meant we could have breakfast quickly and efficiently before we left, porage and hotel biscuits were my fuel for the next few hours.
A good vehicle track led north up Strath Rannoch, the ground damp from yesterday’s rain and no respite from the northerly head wind that had blown since we set out. A gentle climb was good news, it allowed us to warm up so when we hit the climb over into Strath Vaich it passed easily enough. More easy miles past the beautiful Loch Vaich until we dropped down to Deanich Lodge, looking warm and welcoming with wood smoke from an early morning fire and a bevy of Land Rovers outside. The scenery was improving and despite our speed on the gentle descent the impressive nature of Gleann Mor was not lost on us. This Glen has been managed to allow flora regeneration and the difference was obvious, lots of small trees growing, the incessant nibbling of sheep and deer curtailed these past few years. 
The country changed as we descended, the deep glen softening to wooded hillsides, the River Carron our companion, tree lined and rocky, an aristocratic arena judging by the estates and lodges we passed. At the bottom of a very long descent we had reached a sealed road and the village of Croick where we turned north west into Strath Cuileannach, warmer weather encouraging our efforts to traverse to the west coast. The head wind finally eased too and reasonable progress followed until the iconic massif of Suilven appeared in the north west, the scene of epic weather when I last visited, some time back in the 90’s. The terrain to the north is wild and remote. Isolated sandstone mountains rising from a deserted waterscape of lochs and lochans. Alan talked about a northern extension to his route, an extra 100 miles should the 431 miles of the voie normale short change the racer. Happily, nobody was suggesting throwing an extra loop in so we continued west on paths and tracks, eventually descending to an excellent, clean and well maintained bothy, The Schoolhouse, in sunny Glen Einig. Lunch was eaten – chains lubed in the warm sunshine. The visitor book made interesting reading – from a meteological point of view: ‘entry for 10th May 2012 – cold winds and snow showers made the bothy a welcome respite for a walking party’ by the 26th May the weather had changed utterly, visitors had been swimming in the river to cool down from the 28C heat, the hottest place in the UK.
More 4X4 tracks followed, not memorable until we descended again into Glen Achall where true to form the headwind was blowing in strongly from the coast. Yet again I was tucking in behind S&A, letting them do the front work and trying to keep a wheel, in the knowledge that I could not sustain the speed they were maintaining over mile after mile of track. I needed to eat again and the contents of my gas tank were looking decidedly unappetising, a mix of cheap and nasty corner shop sweets, remnants of trail mix and some grit and dust for roughage. At the point where the weakness of my legs overwhelmed the desire to hang in salvation arrived in the form of a gate, just enough respite to get another bit of food swallowed and sit in again. Ullapool and bright sunshine arrived none too soon and a cruise of the cafes led us to a functional place, low on nic nacs but happily for Al, staffed by the second member of the Swedish Netball Team. Even Steve seemed ok about stopping here, the food was good and the washroom meant the salt and grime could be washed away. I really felt so much better for these lunch stops, I would have found the route considerably harder without them. 
Ullapool was a far north as the route would take us, the road out of town along the side of Loch Broom heads south. It was great to be by the sea, I preferred the coastal scenery and finally the wind was on our backs. Al had decisions to make about the route at this point. Our destination was Fisherfield to the south west and the choices were ferry, road or mountain. The former was rejected as it meant rustling up a boat as no scheduled service exists; the road went against the grain. As a result we swung west and ground to a halt in small cluster of houses at Croftown below a steep and partly wooded hillside. The map and gps track proposed we attack it head on but it was clear to me no path existed on the ground. I set off south on the road but was called back to find the elusive path. A conversation with a local resident (no netball player) revealed she wasn’t aware of any route behind her house. S&A are nothing if not persistent and certain of their faith in OS and after 20 minutes micro nav a small sign was discovered indicating the presence of a route even if nothing was apparent on the ground. Steve led on with enthusiasm, I followed without. There was a new track a couple of hundred metres south which seemed like the obvious alternative but there’s no stopping the two of them so reluctantly I followed. The ensuing carry, push, thrutch up a steep gorse covered hillside was the worst part of the entire route. Thankfully the weather was great, there were no midges and the views superb, but even so what were we doing here! Steve has a tactic employed at times like this, press on so far ahead that discussion is impossible and the weak will follow. The tactic was deployed and sure enough he was rewarded by the appearance of a quad track – good for him – but as I ruefully pointed out, had we carried on to the other track we’d have dropped straight on to it. 
Fate recognised my argument and punished Steve with the first puncture of the trip. Rather than hang around I pushed on slowly up the hill and then onto better sheep trods and then paths over the plateaux. The riding got better and better, S&A caught up before long but as the path started to drop down to the glen beyond the technical descent played to my advantage and along with Steve we made fast progress on difficult and interesting terrain. The descent culminated in a steep grassy hillside down to a sealed road, a quick sprint along and we were climbing a well used footpath up into Fisherfield, why have I never been here before – it is lovely.
A long and steady climb on a well used footpath allowed 350m to be gained – the sun shone and the walkers were friendly, it was late afternoon they were on their way down to the road after a great day. We were just starting in Fisherfield and rode on up, the technical climbing taking our minds off the effort, a couple of sections were all out efforts, I seem to do well on these, although I am slow, stopping completely sometimes, the low centre of gravity and extra traction from all that weight work well. 
Time and again through the trip we’d have little competitions on steep and technical sections as we came across them. The full suss helps as does the larger 29er wheels. I was pleased with what I was getting up.
The path topped out at a junction – we briefly went the wrong way but the gps immediately highlighted the error. The correct path led into a long section of technical rocky terrain, tricky to ride but entertaining and in the dry conditions mostly rideable. Al dropped back on these sections but it was fun riding with Steve, sometimes sharing lines, othertimes riding in parallel but enjoying the company of the other rider on the same wavelength. The track got steeper and trickier; we were losing height now, dropping into the next glen on the southern flanks of An Teallach dropping down to the bothy at Seneval. Alan had predicted crowds, it is a very popular bothy and this was half term week. The bothy is in excellent condition and there were a few people around, but a very relaxed atmosphere as they sat out in the late afternoon sunshine, an excellent day had by all no doubt. We stopped and had some food – my prawn salad had coped with the trip from Ullapool pretty well although mayonnaise had leaked and lubricated the inside of my saddlepack. This felt like days end to me so I unpacked the gear in the sunshine, cleaned up the pack and shared my food with a friendly dog. The bothy had only 2 sleeping bags laid out, the other people were camping so it looked like a good night ahead. Why then was Steve repacked and waiting for the off? He did the decent thing and put it to the vote, Al said keep going so I agreed – no point in protesting against the inevitable.
There is a river crossing just below the bothy, the river can be quite deep so the recommended ford is about a mile north west at the edge of Loch Na Sealga. The riding was a bit of a grassy grunt to get there, the crossing no more than ankle deep, in fact cool and refreshing on bare feet that hadn’t seen the outside of a shoe for many hours. Our destination was Carnmore Bothy, 10km as the crow flies but potentially a long push through difficult mountain terrain and over a 540m col. We quickly picked up a single track heading south into a deep glen, another building was the destination so at least we’d get the first kilometre in easily before the pushing began. A bit of northshore, Fisherfield style kept us above the bog and pointed us in the direction of the river. Approaching on the other bank were 2 walkers, moving easily and well, there had to be a good track over there. Better still on reaching the river we found a good track on our side too and made swift progress upstream, enjoying the easy technical riding in a superb arena of mountains in the evening light. A col appeared ahead, no doubt our high point for the ride through to Carnmore. Eventually we were pushing again, but making good progress as the sun disappeared behind the mountain we climbed. Topping out on the col we were back in the sun and treated to lovely views and the realisation that the route went up again, a long way up – more pushing followed. Around 9pm we completed the steep push and rode again, gently gaining height across a high plateaux, a good path leading south west towards the next glen. We passed a beautiful little lochan, a nice bivi site but in the knowledge the bothy was in the glen bottom we pushed on. The track improved at the point it started to lose height and we were clearly in for some fun. It’s great when it all comes together and tonight after a superb day riding, treated to a lovely sunset and with good friends what better way to embark on one of Britain’s great trails? Rapid downhill action ensued punctuated only by photo stops and common appreciation of this special place. The views just got better, culminating in a stunning vista out west to the sea with the superb Fionn Loch centre stage. We rolled all the way into the bothy, a bit basic after Sheneval but having the necessary attributes of walls, roof, and 3 beds – an effective barrier against the midges. Al rode off to the Loch to replenish water supplies but was back soon enough encouraging Steve and me to look at the sunset. It was almost midsummer and the sun takes a long time to set, it was bright enough to operate happily well after 11pm. Maybe this contributed to the gentle pace of evening organisation but once again it was nearly midnight by the time we got to sleep, the start of this long day seemed like a long time ago.

Tuesday 5th June 2012. 5am
Another gorgeous sleep interrupted by the sound of keen cyclists. No point pretending it isn’t happening so up I get, it’s easier when I keep my cycling kit on, the first couple of nights I changed to sleep but my riding clothes didn’t smell too bad and all that changing was a time consuming faff.
S&A had both brought stoves, I hadn’t even considered it as I didn’t have one on the Colorado Trail Race last year and didn’t miss it. Steve is a gent and makes me a cup of tea, still flavoured with chow mein, the previous incumbent of the pot noodle pot that served as my cup, bowl and plate. The ritual of packing is becoming easier and quicker now, the secret is to have a bit of spare capacity so it isn’t necessary to pack perfectly to fit it all in. We were out of the door by 6am, met by a perfect day without a breath of wind. Our route commences by traversing a causeway across the loch, we stopped midway and took in the magnificent mountain scenery. Huge crags rose up behind the bothy, rock of impeccable quality and clearly somewhere to return to with climbing gear. S&A seemed keen to get some miles in – nothing new there – but I was happy to linger, visually exploring the complexities of rock buttresses that were appearing at every turn. We reconnected after a couple of kms, ‘Am I in a dream from which I will inevitably wake up?’ says Al,’ isn’t this the most fantastic mountain biking you’ve ever done?’. The combination of last night’s descent followed by this superb singletrack route west to the sea was right up there as unforgettable highlights in 25 years of mountain biking.
Short nights and long days mean it’s still only 8.15 when we roll into Poolewe, a rudimentary ride around reveals a shop, not open till 9 and a hotel with 2 guests at breakfast, not many considering its half term week. Breakfast is what we need though so I tracked down the proprietor, an awkward looking chap with memorably bad teeth! No surprise then when he told me that he was unable to provide food for 3 hungry cyclists. We were sanguine and headed over to the water’s edge for a 10 minute breakfast of trail food, looking out over Loch Ewe, one of many stunning sea lochs on the northwest coast. The weather was perfect – had we stayed in England we would have been treated to a week long washout. Steve gave me a slice of rye bread –  simple pleasures!
Time and tide weren’t waiting and neither were S&A even though the shop opened in 15 minutes. A short road climb in the morning sun led to a footpath – signed as so many are by The Scottish rights of Way Society. A long draggy climb was pleasant enough, as usual I was dropped but not by too much this time. We met again at the summit and the technical descent allowed me to make some ground on Alan without too much effort. Steve was riding with me and we enjoyed the playful moments of rushing headlong into boulder strewn rocky ruts – increasingly confident in the 29er propensity to roll rather than stall. This bike had become the new normal pretty quickly and although it was far from perfect I was beginning to develop an attachment to it, not least because I had yet to fall off it. 
Steve and I arrived at the end of the path close to Loch Maree, enclosed by a deer fence. The kissing gate prevented further progress and the fence was high so we lifted the gate off its hinges to get through, rapidly putting it back on to see what Alan would make of the riddle when he arrived.
Sunshine and a picnic bench overlooking Loch Maree, reminiscent of Lake Wakatipu in New Zealand, at least for the sense of peace and relaxation a long way from work and domestic chores. 10 minutes spent eating a Mars Bar was 10 minutes well spent before the fast road ride alongside the Loch to Kinlochewe where Alan tells us there is a poor cafe. As we ride into town we discover a new cafe has opened – unfortunately shut – only to find another – the Whistlestop, a wrinkly tin green shed, reminds me of the old crinkly tin at Millers Dale except this is a lot better. Steve doesn’t approve but I am reloading here. The best milkshake in my lifetime is followed by a green salad and salmon linguine. This is good food and plenty of it. The toilet is large and comfortable too and I take the opportunity to wash my face and feel a lot better for it. Phones recharge and Steve exchanges texts with home (windscreen wipers need mending) and then we on the blacktop again heading out to Torridon past Beinn Eighe and Liatach. The traffic has a European feel to it now, Dutch and German cars and campers pass us on the road miles west. We pass a couple of cyclists but we are moving so much faster there’s no time for chat, just a hello from us and a startled look from the woman at the back.
The route into Torridon is a popular walk so the track is good. Business as usual, S&A float up the hill dropping me pretty quickly. The terrain is in my favour though, technical climbs, steep slabs and rocky sections. They wait to see how I get on with the steep stuff that has slowed their progress. Not bad, the 29er grips and grips on the rough rock and although I am not fast, I keep grinding it out helped by the low 22 – 36 ratio thoughtfully provided by Specialized. This climb starts at sea level at Upper Loch Torridon and keeps on climbing. We have a debate with Alan on route choice, previously he has taken a lower col at Bealach na Lice great riding and views he says, but he wants to try the alternative to the south, higher at 600m but an unknown in terms of terrain. The views are great and the small footpath is mainly rideable, we work our way up through beautiful mountain scenery trending south east all the time gaining height.
I am travelling with just a single water bottle, I took the view that it would be difficult to run out of water in Scotland, true although sometimes it means hunting for a reliable source and being methodical about treating the water. Up here there are pure mountain streams and refills are available on demand. Steve is using a bar mounted bladder which works well for him. 
The trail has steepened and S&A are pushing up ahead – not long before I push too, a bit of a slog but pleasant enough in good weather and a superb natural arena. Up ahead a walker is dropping down from Maol Chean-dearg to the col, moving quickly but I am confident we’ll overtake him on the descent, the bike is an efficient way of getting off a mountain so long as the terrain is rideable. I join them at the col, a full 600m climb complete and the temperature and wind cooling us despite the June sunshine. The rock is broken granite, white in the bright light but a welcome alternative to mud. This is the high point of the route, excellent views in both directions but as ever the desire to actually climb to the top of the adjacent mountains is a frustration to me. S&A don’t seem to notice, they are focussed on the route and the time. Years of climbing and walking in the mountains leave an impression on me.
I lead the descent and very rapidly Steve and I open a gap on Alan who is trickling down the steep path much more cautiously on his Niner hardtail. The descent is tricky, we really don’t want to have an accident up here and take a measured attitude to the steep and technical switchbacks of the descent. This means occasional forays off piste letting the big wheels roll through the heather, taking drops and rocks in their stride. The bar mounted bag obscures the view of the front wheel so I am not really aware of the bigger wheels until, for the umpteenth time I get away with a drop off that would normally have been an over the bars exit. 
Steve is going well and we share a smile of mutual amusement as we pick our way down the mountainside. We have a break and wait for Alan, pleasant enough at this altitude, then down again joining the track that Alan had previously ridden – a better bad weather alternative. Any solo riders would need to exercise discretion riding this mountain in bad weather, an injury would be inconvenient.
The trail flattens out and we descend at speed although at no point do I ever see the walker from the col again, maybe the bike isn’t that fast after all. We do come across our first mountain bikes of the trip though, 3 young lads riding up the path, temporarily stopped to mend a puncture. Within 100m Steve flats with a snakebite, his second puncture of the trip. A relaxed attitude to fixing the puncture is dispelled when the midges move in and encourages some rapid pumping. Tyre inflated we set off to the bothy at Coire Fionnaraich. Steve announces another puncture at the bothy, this time he gets to work on it himself as Al and I look round the bothy, it’s in great condition, clean, tidy and very pleasant indeed. Bothies have come a long way since I last took much interest in them back in the 80’s. Anyone attempting the HT400 should plan on using them, they are a tremendous asset. 30 minutes slip by and we are off again. I find myself a couple of minutes ahead of S&A and stop on a wooden bridge across the stream. It’s a peaceful spot and I lie on my back in the sun, listening to the water flow below me and soak up the very pleasant change of not being in the saddle. The wooden boards are warm and extremely comfortable, lack of sleep over the past 3 days is catching up with me and this snatched lie down is very welcome. I would have fallen asleep easily but the tick of Alan’s Hope freehub is my alarm and reluctantly I am up and on the bike as they arrive. An easy roll out from here takes us down to the road. We turn right and head for Strathcarron. Steve is delayed so Al and I cruise down the pan flat tarmac with a plan to get established at the pub before Steve thwarts our plans by pushing on through to the next climb. We catch sight of him powering up the road behind us and gently increase the speed. We are caught but not before our intentions are made clear and in the evening light we stop at the pub, park our bikes against the benches and hit the bar for cokes and crisps, the food of expeditions apparently.
The atmosphere in the pub is terrible, there’s an oik in the corner swearing loudly and the rest of the pub is listening in embarrassed silence. I am glad to get outside with the drinks and we have a quick pitstop, water fill and we are on our way, early evening for most but still riding time for the 3 of us. A land rover track climbs up out of the glen and we rapidly gain height going smoothly and easily up hill. The coke has revived me and for once I stick close to S&A, picking my line carefully, minimising the momentum lost to the uneven trail. I have the measure of this hill, I can see the col way up ahead and I have a smooth rhythm. I rhythmically pass the obscure turn to Killilan on the right, it looks overgrown and disappears into commercial forest – prime midge territory and prime midge time too. I am reluctant to deviate but accept the gps is king. The uninspiring start soon abates and the track becomes quite pleasant soon topping out on a grassy plateaux with a nice bit of singletrack thrown in. Steve and I accelerate away down the slope enjoying the unexpected quality of the riding. The track reaches a river and turns south west, there’s a good track on the other bank up above the river but our track is a narrow and twisting footpath along the riverbank. It’s the usual Scottish mix of fading sheep trod, bog, bank and bracken, awkward to make decent progress along but never actually difficult. Midges encourage us not to stop. We break out of midge terrain at a farm and accelerate up to cruising speed on the sealed road. 
We drop onto the road alongside Loch Long a compact waterscape but actually part of the Atlantic, a fully tidal sea loch. Through patches of dense midge activity we are heading towards the sea at Dornie, moving briskly to get there before 9pm when the pub kitchen closes. We arrive on the dot, Alan is into the pub and secures a promise to feed us, I feel a bit self conscious about my general appearance and the persuasive scent of my clothes. In deference to our fellow diners I don full waterproofs to keep the odour contained, S&A wonder what the hell I am doing, they seem completely impervious to such thoughts and no doubt 21 days on the Tour Divide removed any such worries from Alan’s psyche.
A great fish pie and my first – and only - Guinness of the trip sees me in a better mood. S&A announce that this is where we’ll be staying – not in the pub of course but dossing on any available piece of ground. They choose a scenic spot overlooking Eileen Donan Castle, very familiar indeed to me as it appears on our biscuit tin at home. S&A are keen to try out their tarps, jury rigged between bike and detached front wheel. I am far from convinced about biviing at all, there is a hotel 100m away and the midges are driving me mad. The chosen spot looks a bit grotty, prime dog toilet I’d say. S&A clearly disagree and are settling down comfortably like two fresh faced boy scouts on their first camping trip. I have spent too many nights out in the Highlands being tortured by midges and I know how badly I react to them. As a result I am still riding up and down, unwilling to stop moving by the time S&A are settled in. I head off in a pathetic half hearted search for a better bivi spot, what I really want is a breeze to keep the midges at bay but the sea is glassy and despite it being after 11pm there is plenty of light to see it by. Looking south east towards Glen Sheil there is heavy rain, but just here on the coast it is dry although very humid and close, perfect midge conditions. 
I can’t deny I am now being a prat and the only thing for it is to get into my bivi bag alongside S&A in the dog toilet. Happily a scan of the terrain reveals no turds and so I quickly don my midge net hat, seal up the wrists and ankles of my waterproofs and get into my bivi bag. I still have my helmet on which keeps the net off my face but makes relaxing without a pillow a challenge. These are the times when I reflect how odd life can be, I wonder if any of my colleagues at work would consider sleeping here? Alan questions the difference between biviing and sleeping rough. I think it has something to do with choice. Looks like I am sleeping rough then.
150m away sits Eileen Donan Castle, a Scottish icon and tonight looking fabulous dressed in light, accented to make the most of her curves. We have her all to ourselves, much better to see her in splendid solitude in the pale light of a midsummer midnight than among the tourists of the day. 
The truth is the lighting effect was tempered by the tight weave of the midge net and the sticky discomfort of going to sleep in the same clothes I had ridden 300 miles in topped with full waterproofs. My normal strategy is to change into a fresh merino top but there was no way I was exposing myself tonight.

Wednesday 6th June, 05:00.
Sleep must have come pretty quickly because apart from a couple of waking moments I don’t remember much of the night. I am woken by the roar of the Pocket Rocket, S&A are at it again, 5am starts – they are racing this aren’t they?
I didn’t bring a stove so no need to get up just yet, I’ll let them eat porage and drink coffee for a few minutes, I have an Eccles Cake so that won’t take long to dispatch. Steve is a gent and delivers a pan of hot water to me, I risk raising the midge net and fill my Pot Noodle container and add a camomile tea bag. A hot drink is a fine thing at this time of the morning and Steve probably knows we’ll be underway quicker if he waters me. We are up and packed soon enough, Steve wanders off to find some water and a toilet, the village hall is adjacent so maybe there is an outside tap. He returns to inform us the building has been left open and there are 5* toilet facilities on offer. Clean, hot water, immaculate condition, this is excellent news, the disappointment is I didn’t try the door last night, midge misery could so easily have been avoided. A hot wash does the trick though, I ruefully examine the scratchy itchy bites at wrist, ankles, neck – anywhere exposed even for a minute. Washing the salt away feels good though and we are refreshed for this Day 5 of the trip.
The ride commences with a gratuitous climb on a minor road running parallel to the A87. I am sore and my legs are empty so I bundle S&A off and agree to meet at Morvich a few miles south east. I have a look at the castle, a large new visitor centre has been built along with a whopping coach park, this place is a victim of its own success. There are some Scottish vernacular deep eaves and covered entrances so it can be recommended to tired cyclists, particularly on rainy evenings. I don’t hang around but set off down the road. A couple of very early morning drivers pass me, even the cars are plodding this early in the morning on a grey and damp start to the day. I arrive at Morvich expecting a wait but S&A turn up in under a minute looking very perky, lucky them it’s not even 6am and they’ve already had a steep climb and plenty more to look forward to. Bastards.
I am feeling very weary, maybe something more substantial for breakfast was needed but I had been thinking about just riding back to Fort William on the road while I’d been on my own. It is only 57 miles and there is a train from there back to Tyndrum, in fact Spean Bridge is even closer, I could be back by tea time. As soon as S&A appeared I knew I was going to stick with it, I always do, it’s a lot easier with friends.
We head south east up the glen from Morvich, passing under the first of the Five Sisters of Glen Sheil. I came here with my wife Jane when she was pregnant and trying to do these Munros. We only got up the first one– probably because she was 8.5 months pregnant at the time. Happy days!
S&A pull away again but stop to inspect a bothy. It turns out to be the Edinburgh University Walking Club hut, locked to the likes of us but a great facility for them. Beyond the hut the path climbs steeply, we are heading for Glen Affric but first we need to cross the col via a steep hike a bike. I detect a softness at the front of my bike and sure enough I have a slow puncture. Al is a wily coyote and suggests keeping going because 15 minutes uphill we’ll have a water stop, pool perfect for finding small air leaks and we’ll be out of the wind. This is the benefit of experience and each of the 3 of us contributes knowledge to the others every day. Perhaps this isn’t my day because I fail to notice I’d just ridden through fresh dog shit and now the tyre change has transferred it to my gloves. Choice – wash them and have cold hands or don’t and have smelly ones. I go for the smell.
We are up to the top of the col and then followed by a cold, damp wind head east into the great expanse of Glen Affric. The descent is bitty, it takes a while to make progress despite being downhill. Eventually we reach Camban bothy, another excellent spot. Our stop is brief and we are on our way, faster now on a stalkers track heading for the hostel easily visible along the valley. We um and ah whether it’s worth the 70m detour but the sight of woodsmoke is the clincher. The woodburner is hot and the guardian is in, but she’s not happy when Al marches in without taking his shoes off and he is rapidly ejected to the storm porch. Even effuse apologies are lost on this lady so we concede defeat and leave her to her cleaning in what must be one of the most isolated residences in mainland Britain.
It’s a long, long way down Glen Affric, thankfully we are not walking. I recall ancient Caledonian Forest from my trip with Jane but we’ve covered miles and there’s no sign of it yet. Eventually beyond the Loch the woodland emerges from the sheep nibbled landscape, even here man’s effect on the landscape is ubiquitous. The forest is a pleasant change, the track is good and we are making good progress and despite tiredness I am generally keeping S&A within sight. There is no doubt that without me they would have been travelling faster but I suspect they are having a much easier time of it by backing off full race speed and getting a bit more sleep. We break away from the glen and climb the southern flanks crossing a low col and heading towards the village of Tomich through a managed and commercial landscape of trees and fields quite unlike its neighbour to the north. Tomich is a nice village, the lad walking down the lane is chatty and confirms the pub does food. In fact he is the waiter and appears a few minutes later to take our order. I like the pub, it is from a different era, unpretentious and unhurried. Steve doesn’t need to stop and regards this wait for food as unnecessary and presumably irritating. He makes do with a bowl of soup while Al and I make do with the rest of the menu. Its coke again, S&A don’t seem to want beer and I don’t want to drink on my own so coke it is.
90 minutes later we are on the road again looking for the track to take us south over the next mountain. We don’t have to look far, the National Grid upgrade requires a major road building operation to service it and a huge piste climbs its way to the ridge. This is a shock, destruction on a huge scale, with massive plant employed to get the power lines in place. The 3 of us are uncomfortable in this place, after the beauty of the previous days this is an unwelcome return to the industrial world.Anyone who thinks wind power has a soft touch on the environment needs to get out here and take a look at the infrastructure required to move that electricity from the production site to the consumer.
The construction traffic is light but extremely heavy! The yellow Volvo trucks dwarf us but fully laden they weren’t much quicker up the hillside. We push on past hi vis jackets and construction paraphernalia, through Environmental Buffer Zones, ‘turn off your beacon now’ (!). The riding is not inspiring but it is quick, the road is well constructed and graded and we cross the ridge and begin the rapid descent sooner than expected. The weather has deteriorated and there is a bit of drizzle in the air. Steve and I accelerate away from Al and follow the construction road down towards Torgyle Bridge, this departs from Al’s gps route –  we have gone beyond the turn, the landscape has been changed completely and the original trail has been destroyed. While the way out is clearly straight on Steve correctly assumes Al will attempt to stick to his original route, he backtracks up the hill and I agree to meet him at the main road in the glen bottom. I hang around for 20 minutes and wander down to Torgyle Bridge, a fine old structure over the River Moriston. S&A turn up with tales of locked gates and back tracking – the reality is the routes have changed and cyclists should follow the line of least resistance – alongside the pylons. Across the road and we stay with the pylons, heading south east toward Fort Augustus. It’s quick but forgettable riding culminating in a short descent down into town. Once again we stop at Scotts Cafe for sustenance, this time it’s a little wetter, our first meaningful period of rain. Fuelled up and ready to go we cruise up the side of the Caledonian Canal past a long flight of locks before getting onto the tow path and winding the pace up. The wind which has been northerly for 3 days has shifted round in the past couple of hours and once again we find ourselves pushing into the headwind. This has suited me quite well as S&A have done the front work leaving me to draft where I can which evens things up a bit. I had previously thought of a family canoe trip down the Great Glen but it rapidly becomes clear it makes a much better bike ride. At 3mph I think it might get a bit dull. The change to flat terrain is as good as a rest and we are making great progress despite the lateness of the day and the miles we have covered since dawn. The route is almost entirely away from roads and really pleasant, we have to keep moving though as the damp and overcast conditions are clearly to the midges liking. We pass a few new houses, recently developed in a pretty spot with gorgeous views over Loch Lochy. When I catch S&A up they ask my opinion of the largest house. I know why – tacky is the best description and they burst out laughing that we are on the same wavelength. The miles roll past easily, Aonach Mor and Ben Nevis are partially hidden in the cloud but the lower slopes bring back memories of past epics, 1993 NPS Downhill where I came 17th on a hardtail, rock climbing on Tower Ridge with my sister in law and the Ben itself, scene of mountain marathons, start of Martin Stone’s excellent 4000 footers race. The pace is brisk so I keep my memories to myself. Steve punctures near Corpach, I haven’t been here since the 1991 3 Peaks Yacht Race where we rowed our yacht from Corran to Corpach through the absolute stillness of a June night. 
We roll into Fort Bill along with plenty of other bikers. The Fort William Downhill is in town and our cousins the downhill boys are out to have fun. 3 bikepackers on 29ers seems a long way removed from the downhill scene and no one gives us a second glance. We rock up at Morrisons, S&A looking for provisions, Steve spotting urban bivi sites but Al and I are more interested in a room. We settle for the Glen Nevis hostel and I go in search of some hot food while S&A buy ingredients for the hostel kitchen. The Special Chow Mein hits the spot and I ride a couple of miles up the glen to meet S&A in the hostel lobby. The midges are pretty aggressive and I know the hostel is the right decision for me. 
We are the last into the dormitory that night and true to form the first to rise – by a good 2 hours much to our fellow guest’s irritation – sorry!
Thursday 7th June, 05:00
We went to bed last night in a large dorm without knowing where each other was. We didn’t determine a time to get up either. The upshot was that Alan had awoken first, seen nobody and gone back to sleep. Steve and I got up at 5am and went to the kitchen. Alan woke again and waited for signs of life from us having missed us as he dozed. Result? A long and leisurely breakfast for Steve and me and a hurried one for Alan. Even with the confusion we were up, fed and out of the hostel before most people had woken. While the rain poured in England we were treated to a beautiful morning with a little mist in the valley bottom giving way to glorious clear blue skies and the bulk of the Ben rising steeply out of Glen Nevis as our backdrop. We were back on the West Highland Way climbing through forest as the route initially gained height then headed south towards Glen Coe. It was good to be out, the perfect weather combined with an early start put a spring in our step and we made fast progress on the easy terrain.The convergence with the West highland Way saw the number of walkers increase from virtually nothing to something of a procession. As the morning drew on and we approached Kinlochleven the path grew busier culminating at rush hour (9:30 – 10:30) on the narrow descent into Kinlochleven where there was a constant stream of groups and individuals sweating their way up the steep hillside. As a bunch walkers in Scotland are decent and amenable and they seemed to appreciate our chat and care as we rode past. There were many Dutch and German accents and it was good to see, or rather not see litter on the trail. 
We popped out in Kinlochleven rejoining our outward trail from Saturday. A decent coffee was called for but not before I visited the Co-op. I joined S&A in the Ice Factor, I had a look at the ice wall, very impressive but not nearly as appealing as the Highlands in perfect sunshine which presumably accounted for the complete absence of climbers. A cheeky picnic with our excellent coffees dealt with fuelling issues and we were out and off again promptly. The climb up to the Devil’s Staircasehas the potential to be a slog but today we were going well, S&A rapidly dropped me out of sight while they climbed briskly. The vehicle track is steep and loose in places and after a few minutes I spotted S&A ahead, just past a hairpin bend and off their bikes. Whether they had spun out or stopped out of kindness to me I never established but I was in the groove and determined to get up the climb without a dab. I may not be fast but the additional weight and low centre of gravity seem to work well on climbs. I dragged on up past the S&A and the 3 of us continued, sweating profusely in the heat and calm. My clean ascent lasted until the footpath broke away from the track, here a combination of fatigue and technical terrain forced a dab. We pushed through a short difficult section then back on the bikes for more bottom gear high torque action. I was going well and grunted and ground my way up after Steve. He is strong and quick, he’d opened a gap on me but above the treeline I could see him clearly ahead. Walkers coming down the trail were getting out of his way and encouraging him on the steep and technical riding. I watched him put in a big effort and claw his way up a series of steps – very impressive. The gauntlet had been thrown and I was next in line. The rock under tyre was clean and grippy and up I went too, panting very impressively but safe in the knowledge it could be done.

Up ahead two women were encouraging Steve on from the top of a steep rocky climb with an awkward entry. Steve lunged at the start, stalled his rear wheel on the step up and his foot was down.
I was next.
The key is entry speed, easier said than done when the run up has been 400 miles long. Maybe additional gear on the bike helps the traction, the full suss certainly smoothes out the terrain and with a big effort up I went. Polite applause from the women was sweet of them, Steve was encouraging and Alan generous in his comments. 
We topped out on the col where more walkers had congregated – the retrospective views across the Mamores and over to Ben Nevis well worth stopping for. We had the bit between our teeth now and off we dropped on the descent to Glen Coe. I have done this route a couple of times recently and I know it is all ridaeble and good fun too. We didn’t exactly pick our way down, far too enthusiastic for that, but down we went at a good lick pausing only to wait for a circumspect Alan and to talk to a chap in an off road wheelchair who was coming up the trail towards us. We stopped to talk to him, he was full of energy and enthusiasm – great to see and nice to meet him.
Parallel to the road, the track to the Kingshouse was entertaining and the weather couldn’t be better. A quick water stop at the Kingshouse was a trip down memory lane to the wildest stag party I’ve known – back in the winter of 1986. It featured ice climbing, bridge jumping, marine flares in the toilets, shootings, trips to A&E and driving myself 500 miles home with my leg encased in plaster from hip to toe. 
S&A weren’t in the least bit interested in my ramblings so on we sped, downhill now on General Wade’s excellent military road. Steve was leading and I was drafting, our full suss bikes meant we could pedal without break, Al was having to unweight his hard tail and was losing ground. The speed was increasing and top gear was engaged. I am confident in Steve’s ability to choose a good line as he is with me. As a result it was through and off, or wheels overlapping and the miles being dispatched in a wild, fun blast through classic highland scenery. The descent from White Corries to Bridge of Orchy didn’t take long, our speed was in the high 40s and low 50s kph – this is fun!
A  regroup at the road felt like the we were almost there although it’s still another stop on the rail journey. After the blast down from Rannoch Moor the last part of the route along to Tyndrum was a slog and I was pleased to push on slowly on my own when Steve punctured. I had to laugh when Alan chased me down, he seemed to be worried that I was going to sprint ahead and claim a win – I think he was confusing me with someone who gives a toss! Even with the delay of a puncture Steve had no problem in catching me up and we cruised / limped the final mile or two down to Tyndrum. A fruitless search for a public clock (‘’that’s the first time we’ve been asked that question’’ they said at Tourist Info) led to the Real Food Cafe where we ordered post ride tea and food. 
Within a couple of minutes (really!) the heavens opened and the sound of heavy rain falling on the canvas structure accompanied the conversation between Steve and his friend from the 90s who he bumped into. More tea and food followed, the rain was clearly not going to clear up anytime soon so we accepted the last couple of miles to the car were going to be wet ones.
The cold and rain stopped any inclination to chat and we were packed and on our way. The wettest June on record followed, we had literally finished 739km and 14800m of climbing 10 minutes before the rain started. A month later as I write it still hasn’t really stopped.
Would I do it again? Definitely, it is a world class route. Beware though; in long periods of rain it would be very tough and not so much fun.
The answer is to go in the reliable month of May, before the midges get going, loads of daylight and historically excellent weather.
Alan has even organised a race for you in May 2013 – you never know I might even turn up myself.
Jonathan Edwards
July 2012.



