The First Day

We waited for our turn to leave the Nethy house whilst the other groups left one after another. It was gloomy outside. “It’s raining!” From where I was standing, I could see the wet ground and the back wheel of the minibus. The thought of walking for four days suddenly brought back all the painful memories of the training hike. Not that the hike was not enjoyable, because it was surprisingly fun! But the blister crisis during the hike had scarred me forever.

  We set off after a little speech from our assessor, Mr. Slater and some comforting advise from our supervisor Mr. Richie. We walked over the bridge, past some houses, and into the forest. There was a round convex mirror at the side of the road where there was a turn. I looked in it and saw my hair drenched by the rain. ALREADY! Oh well, I thought, at least my feet are still dry and comfortable. I held that thought for a second but not for long. The truth is, it was like this every time. At the start of every hike I could only feel the softness of my very thick hill walking socks. But then after a while, a slighting irritating but still manageable pain appears, usually around the toes or the heels. I’ll try to ignore it until it turns into this humongous shot of pain. Then this same shocking pain returns in intervals and eventually turns into a prolonged pain of which proofs walking to be mission impossible. 

  Every time! It is the same process every single time! 

  We stopped several times to take photos of plant and trees, but quickly moved on. Our aim was the Ryvoan Bothy. The forks in the track of which we were walking on soon tested our navigational skills. The forest blocked out most of the significant features of the landscape, so we tired to be on guard as to exactly where we were at all times. 

  The confusing junction at Forest Lodge caused a difference in opinion amongst the group. We stumbled around studying each exit until everyone was satisfied with one of the exists. Problem solved…without the breakout of a civil war. Impressive, I’d say, especially with the past experiences of the Silver hike where we were left to make our own decisions. 

  With the exception of the rain, the walk through the Abernethy forest was actually quite pleasant. When we came out of the forest, the trees on either side of us had turned into plants with very cotton looking flowers. At a glance they look like tiny snowballs pinpointed at the top of a stem. Very pretty.

  We arrived at Ryvoan Bothy ahead of schedule. Inside, there was a fireplace, a table, a cabinet, a few chairs and… a mirror! I dropped my rucksack on the floor and immediately took off the dripping wet waterproofs, which I have to say, did not serve its purpose very well. Amazingly enough, there was a washing line hanging from the ceiling in front of the fireplace. This came in handle and was quickly filled by all of our wet cloths.

  At first I was just happy to be able to sit down and have my lunch. But the longer we sat there, only moving our hands and mouth – the basic needs of consuming a long overdue lunch, the colder the room became. We could see our breath as we spoke and pretty soon we realized that the cold was going to be a problem. People walked around the room hoping to stay warm, but that did not work very well. So, Becky took out the cards that she carried with her and we played snap and cheat to keep our minds off how cold we felt. 

  For the first time since we left nethy house that morning, the sound of laughter broke through the group, though not for long. It was getting colder and colder. 

  “We could light the fireplace!”

  “No way! We could set this place on fire!”

  “What about lighting one of the gas canisters?”

  “But have we got enough? It’s only the first day?”

  “We’ve got 2…” 

  “So do we… but one of them isn’t full…”

  Nothing seemed to be the right thing to do. “What about huddling!”

  And so we did. We stood in a small circle and huddled – jumping and laughing. It worked miraculously well for about three minutes. Though Steph and Mel continued with the huddling idea, it was obvious that we could not keep warm this way for long. At least not until the time we were told to leave the bothy. That was our problem. We had to stay there. I desperately wanted to go on because walking meant we were able to stay warm even though it was wet outside. 

  Just when our spirits started to dampen, the room began to light up! I looked up at the window on the ceiling. It’s sunshine! “I think the sun’s out!” Those who sat close to the window look out and discovered it was true! It had stopped raining. This short moment of delight cheered everyone up. 

  When it was time to leave the bothy, the rain had unfortunately returned. We entered another forest and walked around Loch Morlich. Beside the Loch we saw birds flying high above us. So, we stopped to take photographs for the investigation, whilst Steph sneakily took a photo of everyone starring up into the sky, looking at what appears on the photograph to be a black dot, when it was in actual fact the bird. 
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  We stopped at the check point south of the loch. It was still raining and my feet were starting to get really wet. Sitting in the rain and eating chocolate bars as hard as a brick was not very pleasant. Plus, it was starting to get chilly again. So we decided to move on after a few minutes. But as we were all getting up and putting the heavy water absorbent rucksacks on, someone screamed. “Spider!” There was a spider on Mel’s rucksack. It’s amazing how a spider could make people to move like a bullet even when they’re cold, wet and tired. 

  We tried to walk as fast as we could, but inevitably we were not walking as fast as this morning. My stomach started rumbling. I held up my map case, wiped off the rainwater and saw a long way to go till the campsite. The journey ahead of us was depressing. My shoulders started to ache and so did my feet. It was getting late, but we still had a long way to go.

  Just before we arrived at Rothie Murchus Lodge, the rain stopped. The sky was still completely covered by clouds but at least it was dry. We sat on the big rocks at the side of the road leading up to the lodges. There was nobody around. The lodges appeared to be empty. In fact, they looked rather creepy. 

  The rain started again and signaled us to move on. I looked up to see the gigantic mountain in front of me. “Castle Hill”, it read on the map. It was hardly a “hill”. A hill would be a bump, and this was one enormous bump. “Not far to go,” I comforted myself.

  The sun was setting. It was officially getting dark. There was no doubt that everyone was getting slightly anxious. But we continued walking, until we saw a figure standing not far a head of us. It was Mr. Richie! He told us that there was still a bit to go to the campsite. “But not far now,” he said. 

  Over the river on the right hand side of us, there were two tents. All was well until Mr. Richie revealed the bad news, “we’ll have to go up about 100 meters more because we cannot cross the river here.” 

  The campsite was literally meters away from us, but we had to walk further away from it. I felt frustrated to see the campsite disappear behind us. We crossed higher up where the river turned into a stream. Mr. Smith, my standard grade geography teacher suddenly popped into my head. I remembered the lesson where he made us watch one of the most boring videos of all time on “Rivers”. Uplands: the river is narrow and windy and flows faster. Midlands: the river is wider; the water flows slower and meanders, sometimes forming oxbow lakes….

   Mr. Smith’s “River” video kept my mind occupied until we arrived the campsite. I plunged my rucksack on the soggy ground, looked up and saw people crying. 

The Second Day

The campsite was so small that Mel and I had to pitch our tent inches away from the river. Other than the fear of being washed away in the middle of the night, our nonexistent distance away from the river came in handle when we woke up on the morning of the second day. Usually getting water in the morning means putting socks on, putting boots on, and walk for a minute of so. This morning was different. I held the pot with my right hand, step on the flip-flop at the door of the tent with my left foot, put my left hand just outside the tent to balance myself and stretched out my right arm to get water. 

  There was a massive climb as soon as we crossed over the river again. Mr. Richie and the helpers kept their distance behind us until we reached a rocky col. Although it was fun to boulder hop which put me in an very adventurous mood, it soon lost its appeal as it seemed to go on forever! When we reached the highest point of the col, I looked down and saw the endless number or boulders ahead of us. But at least we were going down. Then the stupid thought that promised to push its way into my mind at some point during each hike came to me again. “Why do there have to be hill? Why cant everything by flat! How good must that feel? And who invented hills!?!?” As silly as these thoughts may sound, they actually work very well at removing my frustrations of constantly climbing up and then going down again. 
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  We entered the large area forest of which we went through on the first day and onto a hard cemented road. Not good for the feet. This part of the forest looked amazing. To stop myself from boredom, I looked around. Pretty… trees….trees….trees. And then I saw them. The things that kept me entertained for a long time during the hike. They were everywhere I looked, on either side of us. “The finger trees” as I’d like to call them. Its nettles seem to create the shape of a hand doing the one finger up. I laughed to myself as I walked. Maybe this was the way mother nature tried to tell us to get off their land…

  We reached Glenmore Lodge to find our assessor waiting for us. All muscles tensed as I frantically tried to remember everything Mr. Stibbles had taught us. Country code.... setting the map… But the weird thing was, I didn’t need them. Mr. Slater didn’t ask anything on navigation at all. He asked us what trees we saw; questions regarding our investigation.

  Minutes after leaving Mr. Slater we crossed paths with the boys group who’d left one day ahead of us and started at the opposite end of us. They had one more day to go… lucky them. 

  Soon after coming out of the forest we reached the checkpoint at the junction of tracks. We’d passed this place the day before and could not resist but joke about going back the way we came. Back to Rywoan Bothy and back to Nethy Bridge. There, we decided to have lunch because everyone was getting tired and Becky’s feet were hurting so bad that she could no longer walk at a normal pace. 

  Unfortunately the rain caught up with us soon after we finished our lunch. We put our waterproofs on and went on with the hike clueless to the challenge ahead of us. Upon arriving at the mouth of a very long valley, the ground began to get very wet and muddy and the rain was making it worse.  We navigated our way deeper into the valley on a path that constantly disappeared into nothing but a patch of mud. Sometimes the path was there, but we could not walk on it because it had turned into a fast running stream. So we walked on the heather either side of it. 

  The valley looked to be never-ending on the map and it was. Becky’s feet were hurting again and she constantly stumbled over on the muddy path. In fact, there was hardly a path. At one point the path had turn into a continuous line of mud. Juliet and I stayed behind Becky so that Becky wouldn’t be left behind on her own. When we stopped again to take a rest, Mel called me to the front and said that she was confused about where we were. The truth was, so was I. Everywhere we looked didn’t seem to fit with what was drawn on the map. We were in the valley for sure, but where in the valley? The thought that we might be lost piled on top of the fact that we were tired and wet. And to make things worse, the time was getting worryingly late. 

  Steph was being very quiet and so was Alison. Becky had started crying at some point. But we walked on. 

  I don’t remember why we’d stopped again, but I’ll never forget the things that happened there. No one said a word. Mel and I were trying to work out where we were. We all sat on a slop. Becky sat at the edge of the path with Alison. I sat in front of Steph and Juliet was on my left. 

  I looked up at Steph. She had her head down. “Are you alright?”. 

  “No.” She paused for a moment. “Look guys, I hate to be the one who says it, but I don’t want to stay in a tent tonight.” 

  What? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing at first. Steph? Quitting? I understand that she was feeling miserable and so was everyone else, but was quitting really a choice after walking for two days in the rain. Sure, it crossed my mind, but I didn’t see it as a way out. Mel and Steph started arguing. Alison started howling! Becky continued to cry. Alison and Becky didn’t want to go on either. 

  It sent a rush of panic through me because for the first time I realized we might just have to quit. After everyone calmed down a little, Mel suggested that two of us should go ahead to see if we could find the end of the valley or work out where we were. 

  “I’m feeling fine, I’ll go with you,” I volunteered.

  “Me too, I’m alright,” said Juliet.

  “But we shouldn’t split up,” I think it was Steph.

  We didn’t split up in the end, because miraculously enough everyone decided to go on together. But Steph was still convinced not to “stay in a tent tonight”. But none of that mattered anymore; our aim was to get to the campsite first.

  We kept on walking, then stopping, and then walking again. Each time we saw the top of the saddle, we thought we were nearly at the checkpoint. But each time we arrived at the top we saw an even higher point ahead of us. Becky suddenly started to cry very hard. I stayed behind her with her to keep her company but felt useless because I didn’t know what to say to comfort her. So, I shouted on Steph. She always knew the right thing to say when someone’s upset. 

  The group was starting to drift apart. Mel and Juliet at the front followed by Alison, and eventually, Becky, Steph and I. 

  “Becky, you know what I did when I was little? I collected bugs!” Steph talked about the most random things, but it seemed to work because once in a while, she was able to get out a short burst of giggles from Becky. “And once my sister puked in her sleep, but she didn’t even realize it until the next morning!” 

  I kept my head down to stop the rain from falling into my eyes and listened to Steph’s rambling which at any other time would be regarded as craziness, but right there, right then, it was the most comforting sound to hear. 

  When the loch appeared in front us, it felt like heaven. I looked to the right, and saw Mel and Juliet with two other people. It was Mr. Richie and the supervisor of the other girls group waiting beside an enormous boulder. 

  By the time Steph and I arrived at the giant boulder, Mel, Juliet and Alison had left with the other supervisor. As Becky began to walk away, Steph told Richie “I don’t want to stay here for another night… I don’t think I can go on for two more days. How can they make us walk in these conditions?” 

  She really wants to quit. And Mr. Richie’s going to let her, which means we’d all have to quit. And that means we’d have to do this all over again…

  “We’ll see how you feel once we get to the campsite, how’s that?”

  What was that? Did I hear that correctly? A wave of relieve washed over me. Mr. Richie doesn’t want us to quit! Yahoo! 

  There was still a fairly long walk to the campsite. I walked with Steph. Right before we got to the campsite, Steph said to me, “I’m sorry, Freda, I knew you wanted to go on. I’m sorry for telling Mr. Richie that I didn’t want to go on . I didn’t mean it.” 

  Suddenly I felt bad for not sympathizing the way Steph felt and for being mad at her. 

  “It’s ok.”

The Third Day

Mr. Richie Promised that the two days ahead of us were much easier than the two we just did. We set off again after the other group left. At first the path was not much different from the one we were on the day before; wet, muddy, hardly a path. But after Faindouran Lodge, the path turned into a track. The track was even, wide and looked brand new. Mel held Becky’s hand as we walked. 

  We walked along the contours of the mountains on our left. The river was on our right. Though we walked slowly, we weren’t far behind schedule. Steph, Juliet and I were at the front, Mel, Becky and Alison at the back. 

  It was still raining and the wind was amazingly strong every time we were unsheltered. The rain hit my face like tiny needles that’s been in the freezer all day.  

  Whilst we walked, we decided that it would be most sensible to have lunch at the bridge. At the checkpoint before lunch, we came off the nicely paved path and onto a narrow muddy path again. Becky struggled to keep up. 

  We crossed the bridge to the other side of the river and sat by the side of the road. Minutes later, Mr. Richie and the helpers arrived too. They had their lunch back at the bothy. 

  We were urged to move on as soon as we finished our lunch so that we would not arrive at the campsite as late as we have been for the past two days. And so we did. From the bridge, our route was to walk on a track again. We stopped once before arriving at the next checkpoint, sat in a row, and took out the books we had with us for the investigation, because “god bless the weatherman”, it wasn’t raining anymore!

  Becky started to feel better when we reached Loch Builg. Mel had given her some pills to take at some point during the day. They seemed to be working. 

  At the other end of the loch we saw a jeep coming towards us on the track, then stopped. “That’s our assessor!”  It was the end of the third day, surely he was going to ask us something about navigating! But once again, he didn’t. Instead we looked at a strange looking bird swimming in the middle of the loch with his binoculars. 

  For the first night since we left Nethy Bridge, we’d arrived at the campsite early enough to have our tea at a reasonable time. It was not raining. The campsite was not wet or small. You could say everything was perfect. 

The Fourth Day

Our assessor visited our campsite early in the morning. I was starting to doubt whether he was ever going to ask us any questions on navigation. And as I’d expected he didn’t. We took some photos with him and then he sent us off on our last and final day of the Duke of Edinburgh’s award expedition. 

  We looked forward to our arrival at Nethy House, but for some reason, as we walked through the marshes on a track that often magically disappeared, I began to feel tired. This was the first time for the past few days that I literally felt drained out and just wanted to go home. It wasn’t the same feeling as having a blister on my feet, nor was it the same as being soaked by the rain. I felt drowsy and my mind started to blank out. 

  “I’m not hungry,” I thought to myself. “I’ve had a good night’s sleep… weird.”

  I looked at the map, hoping that by using my mind to work out exactly where we were would make me more alert. But my attempt failed miserably as I tried to focus on the land features around me. Puddle after puddle presented itself in front of me, blocking my way, waiting for me to jump over. They were starting to irritate me. 

  What’s wrong with me? I did not even feel this ill on the second day when we had to walk through that murderous valley. In fact, I did not feel ill or tired that day at all. Maybe I didn’t have enough to eat for breakfast… yes… that must be it. 

  When we arrived at Corndavon Lodge, I took out my chocolate bars and galloped down two of them. Then took out my mp3 from the rucksack, changed the battery and placed it in the pocket of my jacket. 

  Whatever it was that I did – whether it was eating something that provided lots of energy or hearing the sound of music – it seemed to do the trick, because as soon as we started walking again, I began to feel much better. 

  Tullochmacarrick was where we stopped for lunch. Becky’s feet had started to hurt again and it would have been too exhausting to climb up to our next checkpoint without having something to eat first.   

  Lunch for me was attempting to finish all the food I had left, which soon made me realize that I had definitely packed too much of it. “Let that be a lesson learnt for next time,” said Mr. Richie. 

  After our “big” climb, we turned away from the track and onto a path of which soon vanished completely. It was up to our compasses now. We picked a spot in the far distance and walked towards it. Going up to the “dub” was challenging, as we had to stagger against heather every step of the way. 

  When we reached the top, we found that the ground had big cracks in them, and the cracks were filled with mud. But it was a different kind of mud from the ones we were used to. It wasn’t sticky or wet, more like compost – soft and bouncy. We slid up and down. It was extremely amusing.

  The climb up to the Cairn was comparably easier than the climb up to the “dub”. We rested at the top of the Cairn, but quickly moved on. 

  “I’ve lost my camera!” Alison’s camera, which possessed many valuable photos, had decided to leave her whilst she stumbled her way up.

[image: image3.jpg]



  As soon as we started moving again, the group began to split into all directions. Juliet and I paused when the track we were heading for appeared in front of us. Further down, we saw the meanders of River Don and slightly to the right was the patch of forest that masked the end of our four days journey. 

  Steph and Becky choose to go down to the track on our right, and Mel on our left.

 “Want to stay in the middle?” 

  “Ok.”

  At first Juliet was nervous about the steepness of the slop. She was afraid of height. But the slope soon became gentler. Slightly behind us, Mr. Ritchie was on the phone to Nethy House. 

  After a brief stop on the boulders beside the side of the track, we got up and headed for the finishing point. Steph’s knee was starting to hurt. By the time Steph, Becky and I reached the Delaving Burn crossing, Mel and the others were far ahead of us. We stopped on the other side of the burn for Steph to put on a knee support. I helped her whilst Mr. Richie shouted on the others. 

  No reaction. 

  They were so far away that they couldn’t even hear Mr. Richie. So, Mr. Richie got up and starting running after them.

  “That is one fit old man!” 

  We didn’t catch up with the others until the next burn crossing which was situated at the start of the forest. From there we marched towards the minibus. It was the fastest we’d walked for the whole hike. I thought back at the past few days. The drama at the valley felt like the fictional story of a novel. It was though as it never happened. I felt pleased but at the same time kind of sad that in a few minutes it was going to end. My last duke of Edinburgh expedition. The forest seemed to go by incredibly fast. The track was straight. And then we saw it. 

  The mini bus. And Mrs. Begg!

