The siege of Beinn Squlaird.
A bad day in the mountains

I’ve heard it said that a bad day in the mountains is better than a good day in the office. But
we were lost high on a small peak surrounded by cliffs and mist too thick to see anything. We
didn’t have a map, didn’t know which way to go and there were four hours to go until dark
with at least five hours of descent ahead of us. I was exhausted, frustrated, and scared and
would have given anything to be sat on that swivel chair in front of my PC.
This was the situation that my brother Abel,
his climbing partner, Lynn, and I found
ourselves in by the time we reached the
summit of Meall Garbh on the way to the top
of Beinn Sgulaird. During the three attempts
that it took us to reach the summit of Beinn
Sgulaird, that moment during our second
attempt, was the low point for sure.
On our first attempt, we had only just
climbed out of a ravine that cuts through the
mountain at around 1600ft when I had
decided to turn back. With the return to the
car
from
that
point
being
very
straightforward, Abel and Lynn had agreed
that I could turn around on my own and
keep in touch using the walkie talkies we
were carrying. Before I’d even got back to
the ravine, the clouds rolled in and a
torrential downpour started. I crossed the
ravine and called Abel on the radio to see if
they were continuing up. With Gore-Tex over
my entire body, I was warm and dry despite
the weather, but the radio had not been so
lucky. It was waterproof but only to a point.
Over the next few hours, we only managed
intermittent comms. They were still going up.
The weather had cleared for me at ground
level by the time I had reached the car.
Unknown to me at the time, it was still pretty
wild high on the mountain. After a few long
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boring hours sitting in the car, Abel’s voice
broke through on the radio again. They had
just crossed the ravine on the descent
having failed to make the summit. On that
occasion Abel and Lynn had made it to the
bealach just past Meall Garbh but were
forced to abandon the final ascent of the
mountain due to high winds. The final ascent
of Beinn Sgulaird is a ridge with lots of steep
ground, some cliffs, and some scrambling.
If you’re not steady on your feet, it’s too
dangerous to continue.
A few weeks later, we started our second
attempt at summiting Beinn Sgulaird. By the
time we approached the first of the three
summits which need to be achieved to
reach the highest point on the mountain, I
had decided to turn around. My intention
had been to make a solo descent and let
Abel and Lynn push for the summit. Our
walkie talkies had recovered from their
soaking on the previous attempt, so I felt
we’d be able to keep in touch as we went
our separate ways.
Both Abel and Lynn advised against this.
On our first attempt, I hadn’t got up this far,
but they had. They knew the area was rocky
and required frequent scrambling. It was
potentially very dangerous to navigate on
your own. They had proposed that we all

turn around. I decided to keep going. If we
were going to stick together, we might as
well go on. I wasn’t in any physical distress
and I knew how much they wanted to
summit having missed it the last time. As the
three of us ascended towards Meall Garbh
mist had closed in around us. On reaching
the top, Abel asked me for the map so he
could determine where to descend to reach
the bealach before the final ascent.
We are all experienced mountaineers who
always carry a map and know very well how
to read one. But, on this occasion, the
conversation went along the lines of how we
each thought the other had brought the
map, but no one actually had. I had a GPS
on my watch and had keyed the route into it
to follow for the day. Abel asked what it was
showing. It showed that we were off the
path. I needed to start walking in any
direction to indicate where the path would
be. I took a step forward and Abel yelled at
me to stop. He had a point. In this terrain
and these conditions there was every
possibility of me walking off the edge of a
cliff looking at my watch. Just then we
became aware that we were actually
standing right beside another group of
climbers.
It transpired that these guys were also

