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Praise for The Black Ridge:

‘Thrilling’
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‘Delicious … Evokes the weather and the rocks and the people of the Skye I know better than anything else I’ve encountered.’

Neil Gaiman

‘The depth of research is extensive, yet his writing is so poetic that the pages fly by.’

Rosie  Morton, Scottish Field

‘A hillwalker’s paean to the Cuillin that blends scenery, folklore and wonder … The Skye Cuillin has obviously captured Simon Ingram’s heart and that fact resounds from every page … [The Black Ridge] will undoubtedly become a classic narrative of this scenically magnificent, legend-rich and geologically unique part of Scotland.’

Cameron McNeish, The Herald

‘[Ingram’s] Cuillin journey makes riveting reading … It’s unputdownable.’

Maggie Fergusson, Spectator
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‘Wonderful’

Clare Balding

‘This is the work of a polymath mountain-lover with a backpack-sized curiosity and the stamina to take notes when most of us would be gasping for breath. It’s not just painstakingly researched, it’s also well written … An intrepid, original book’

The Times

‘A welcome and refreshing addition to the increasingly crowded field of New Nature Writing. Warm, poetic and humane yet shivery with the vertiginous thrill and allure that mountains cast over some of us.’

Stuart Maconie

‘Almost Tolkienian in delivery … Between the Sunset and the Sea turns mountain climbs into a form of poetry.’

BBC Countryfile

‘Rich, thought-provoking and lyrical’

Scotland Outdoors

‘Accessible and refreshing … Written in an engaging style that quickly takes the reader into its confidence. The endearing confession of an authentic mountain addict.’

Country Walking

‘Makes for an engrossing read … A book of considerable depth, full of fascinating and well-researched detail’

Walk magazine




Dedication

For Rachel, Evelyn and Eliott.

May you find the joy and wonder in the world that I have found in you.



   
Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Praise for The Black Ridge

Praise for Simon Ingram’s Between the Sunset and the Sea

Dedication

First Sight

PART ONE – ASCENT

Introduction

1 Fire

2 Rock

3 Blood

4 Ice

5 Mist

6 Labyrinth

PART TWO – TRAVERSE

7 Gap

8 Night

9 Summit

10 Pinnacle

11 Edge

12 Tower

13 Executioner

PART THREE – DESCENT

14 Shadow

15 Treasure

16 End

Last Look

Bibliography

Index

Acknowledgements

About the Book

About the Author

About the Publisher



 

 

 


The Cuillin /An Culthionn

from

kjølen (Norse) – rocky height

or

Cúchulainn (Gaelic) – legendary warrior

or

Cuil Fhinn (Gaelic) – hiding place of Fingal (Finn MacCool/Fionn mac Cumhaill)

or

cuilionn (Gaelic) – sea holly

or

coolin (Welsh) – worthless

Nobody knows for sure where the name comes from; Go, then choose one you like.
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First Sight

You are standing in the sky. Beneath your feet is a circle of rock, broken and agleam with rain. That’s all you see. The rest is just whips of fine-grained cloud, riding a wind that comes from everywhere. Ahead, you sense space: a coldness, where the ground drops away into an abyss you can’t look into, but is just there, looking back. 

It’s a mountaintop. It could be anywhere in the world, but it’s not; it’s this one, right here. Beyond that cloud is whatever you came for. Why you’re here, in this wild place. It took days of travel. Hours of walking. A night, somewhere back there. The cycle of sunset and sunrise completing the detachment from the world you know best, and a reacquaintance with one you know less, but whose simplicity you crave. Then this climb into the sky, and here you are. Looking for something. Something just there, beyond the cloud. 

Your mind tries to reach beyond, scripting visions onto the dead flat before you. Your other senses grasp. They find smells, and tastes. The marine sting of salt. The salt of sweat. Rain running over your lips, making them itch and curl. The warm fog of your own body, the heat of hard work. Your neutered sight is like a box around you, and makes even distant sounds feel close and crisp. The call of a storm petrel, echoing off a thousand walls. Here and there off in the grey, the wind finds a gully or crack, catching your ear like murmurs from the corner of a dark room. But the loudest sounds are you. Your breath, your heartbeat fat in your ears, the thin crackle of rain on your jacket.

And then the scene changes. The cloud begins to draw back, revealing shapes. Shadows at first, a glimmer of dark, an angle, the impression of something, real or imagined. Something colossal, immovable. Ancient. Of the earth.

Then you see it: a mountain ridge, high above and wrapped around you. Earth, raised up, cracked and twisted, in discord, striking the sky as a line of unruly barbs. You have to raise your head to see the top, and turn it to see its edges. First sight: that visual handshake. 

A wilderness of rock. Your eyes set forth into it, and become lost among its shapes. Your mind follows, wandering the fishbone ridges, the skull-eye caves, deep lines and the high, sharp peaks. A lake, far below, down in cold shadow, its waters still as a photograph. The sea, on the edges of it all.

It’s time-worn, this thing – but not by any measure the living can relate to. The humans that have seen it have seen it the same, other than the fine details. You look upon this landscape, this sink of history, of memory, in this time, now. From every time upon everyone, it has looked impassively back. Glistened by rain. Clad in white. Scorched by sun. Overhung by stars and black as night, or slid between infinities of richest colour, a borderline between the sunset and the sea.

The cloud cracks. Narrow light falls on the mountain, in bursts of gold. They chase over the ridge in stripes of brilliance, leaping vertical rock, vaulting dark gullies and buttresses, moving with the sky’s organic drift over savage ground, like bright ribbons on the wind. 

This is the landscape of fable. You’ve always known it: that malevolent rampart, those dark materials, the ceaseless boil of cloud over mountain, terrible and alluring, a smile of broken teeth. It’s a signature of danger, or adventure, or wonder, all three. 

What are you looking for in there? Are you a mountaineer, tracing the walls and ribs and sinks of the mountainside for the way that is the easiest, or hardest? Perhaps you are the painter, letting the lines of the landscape and the shadowplay take fantastical forms in your mind. The writer, the thinker, the seeker of existential answers. Perhaps you’re just anyone, looking for escape. For a complication your life lacks. A simplicity you crave. Perhaps you are lost. Perhaps this is the place that finds you. Keeps you. 

These mountains are a state of mind in minds through the centuries. But they are also a place, on this island. Here, a climb into the sky finds the horizon is a black ridge, explored only by clouds, wild souls and uncanny dreams.




PART ONE

ASCENT
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The varied earth, the moving heaven

The rapid waste of roving sea

The fountain-pregnant mountains riven

To shapes of wildest anarchy

By secret fire and midnight storms

That wander round their windy cones.

Of subtle life, the countless forms

Of living things, and wondrous tones.

‘Chorus’, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1830
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Introduction

Sgùrr Hain, Isle of Skye 
Winter 

Up the mountain, I saw nothing. My knees fell to the slope, rain battering into my hood, eyes struggling to see out. Above, the gully opened to the skyline in a gate of cloud. Somewhere up in the murk was the thing that had brought me here. A stupid thing. But one that even now, in this, I still wanted to find.

More wind roared down the gully, pressing long-soaked, long-warmthless clothing against skin and making me gasp. With cold hands I pulled the map from my pocket. Breathing hard, I looked through rain-beaded eyelashes at contours through the mad lens of wet on the plastic case. Hopeless. But I knew where I was, more or less. The place I was standing in, the place I wanted to be and the terrain I’d covered since waking up all occupied a chunk of the map no bigger than my thumb – an area thick with hugger-mugger contours and crag-scrawl. My position was halfway up a scratch in the lines, beyond which a flattening signified the ridge linking the mountain of Sgùrr Hain with the neighbouring peak of Sgùrr na Stri. Neither summit reached higher than five hundred metres, yet neither summit could see a thing. I didn’t like the noise the wind was making as it crashed around the crags above, or the clip at which the cloud was moving, or the boundlessness with which the rain was falling – every drop further swelling the cataracts I’d have to re-cross to get out of here. I didn’t like the way the sea, grey and impassive at my back, was looking at me. Just now, I didn’t like anything about this place. 

It was very far from what I’d hoped for, my dreams of crystalline views and mountains fat and white usurped by this worn-looking, February-dead imposter landscape. The few glimpses through rips in the sky had revealed mountains streaked with rotten bones of snow. It felt rangy and dangerous out here, the sort of Scottish winter nobody looks forward to and most avoid. The whole landscape seemed composed of water in various states of being: water in the air, water on the rock, water running. Before I’d even started climbing, I’d crossed four streams vomiting meltwater, felt its sick, strong heave against my boots. When climbing mountains, you could expect to fall to your death or perhaps get hypothermia. You don’t expect to drown.

What was I doing here? I didn’t need to be here. There was no need, but there was a reason. A reason why I had travelled five hundred miles to the Isle of Skye, one of the edgiest outposts of Britain – then walked into the island’s own edgiest outpost. A reason to cross rivers, spend a cold and very lonely night out in a bothy, then climb up this pathless peak in the middle of winter. Though as reasons go it was an odd one, and one that to me was starting to stack up to a mistake. I was here to find the place where somebody died.

Everything is different on Skye. Even when you arrive on the island, as I did, over that bowed whalebone of bridge from the mainland in the darkness of a winter night, you still sense a shift in the landscape and a change in the air; a kind of atmospheric fidget from wherever you are to somewhere else entirely. 

Naturally, I’m not alone in thinking this. Better writers than me have tried to evoke Skye, and we’ll encounter a few as we go. These are the musings of the painters and the poets, the scientists and the fugitives, the warring clansmen, the Vikings, the itinerants, the explorers, the artisan wanderers who have, however briefly, felt this island pass beneath them. Then there are the people who were born here, the people who came for a summer and never left, and the travellers of today. Nature’s voice, too: the rocks, the lochs, the wind and the sea. The magic, the light, and the magic light of a million Instagram images. And the legends and the myths that here seem to sit just beyond your sight. The living, and the dead. They’re all part of Skye. 

The drama of this island has tattooed itself on a thousand years of travellers. But ask any one of them to describe Skye in specific terms and you trigger a mess of contradictions, confusions and superlatives. 

The island is big, but spindly. Mountainous and many-moored, yet defined by coastline. Its edges of cut-in lochs, pinnacled bays and forbidding, columnar cliffs with their confetti of birds feels like the torn edge of the world. Skye’s moody landscapes can have the most angelic moments of clarity – the sort that make you feel you have slipped into a heavenly dimension of theatrical light and scenery. Other times you can feel you are braving a tempest whilst wrapped in a binbag. This place has a singular identity, but its history is defined and continues to be dominated by off-comers and outgoers. It’s an island and yet, because of that bridge, it joins the mainland. It’s a place defined by its distant horizons – but also by the mountains that break them. 

What is certain is that Skye affects you somehow. The funny thing about the many literary renderings of the island throughout history is that they generally divide into scenic orgasms in prose, or are passionately bleak. Almost all, though, have a tinge of twilight around the edges – a certain sinister turn to the words, no matter how prosaic the subject. 

Take the Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland’s description of Skye’s geographical form, published in the 1880s. It begins cheerfully by describing the island as ‘part of the body of a huge whale, the tail lying to the south-east next to the mainland, and the body stretching away to the north-west’, before darkening: ‘but it is a whale that has suffered from the onslaughts of the ocean, for the outline of the sides, instead of being smooth and regular … is everywhere cut into.’ It’s gruesomely accurate.

By the time Skye had become familiar enough to draw tourists, occasionally these intimidating dispatches became awesomely depressing. Henry Thomas Cockburn of Bonaly – better known as Lord Cockburn – painted a miserable portrait of Skye from Corry, near Broadford, in his diary of 6 September 1841: 

The cold, cheerless rocks, the treeless desolation, the perpetual tendency of the clouds to rest, as if it were their home, on the tops of the hills … the utter want of natural verdure, the grey, benty colour of the always drenched pasture, the absence of villages and of all human appearance – these things mark Skye as the asylum of dreariness.

If weather be Cockburn’s culprit, it’s worth noting that by the numbers Skye’s weather is actually no worse than on the mainland; it actually beats some other parts of the west coast in sunshine hours. It’s just that the high ground here tends to hold cloud more noticeably than other, lower-lying, islands, hence its famously evocative nickname: the Gaelic Eilean a’ Cheò, Isle of Mist – or more romantically, the Misty Isle. 

It may not just be a whimsical name, either. The Norse, who controlled the island for several centuries, referred to Skye in their sagas as Skíð, Skýey, Skuy or Skuyö – the latter two meaning ‘cloud’ and ‘mist’, respectively. Some have suggested that the island could be named after its folk, who are known as Sgiathanach – a word probably of Gaelic origin, with skia (shield) or skian (sword) paired with neach, meaning people, suggesting a place seemingly predisposed to combat – a fitting description given its tumultuous history and no small amount of blood-spill. 

It has also been claimed that Skye might even be named after a mythological character named Skiach or Scáthach, ‘a goddess or mortal – no one knows which – but undoubtedly a great warrior’. According to Otta Swire, a celebrated scholar of the island’s folklore, ‘some say she took her name from a Gaelic name for Skye, others that Skye took its name from her.’ Skiach is said to have trained warriors in the island’s mountains. But we’ll get to that.

The island’s shape may have some claim to the name too. The Latin Scetis – ‘split’, probably – appeared to vaguely correspond with Skye’s location in the Ravenna Cosmography, a kind of early Roman gazetteer of place names that appeared in around 700 CE, and probably based on a map made by Ptolemy some six hundred years earlier. The Norwegian linguist Arne Kruse sees the Norse word Skio as an audible imitation of the Old Irish name for Skye, Sci or Sceth – and noticed that Roman, Norse and Irish terms all derived from the same origin. The split theory ‘most likely’, he wrote, refers ‘to the long inlets in the western part of the island’. 

Despite this, a name for the island that answers today as Skye was conspicuously absent from one of the first printed maps specifically of Scotland, which emerged around 1560. On this map – the Regno di Scotia – the Hebrides are jumbled up off the west coast, as if swept together like stray leaves. Locations are wildly approximate, but a few are recognisably named: Iona, Mvla, Isla and Levissa for Iona, Mull, Islay and Lewis. Skye is there, but whoever made this map – possibly an Italian named Paolo Forlani – tellingly seemed not to realise its many limbs comprised a single land mass. He divided it up, making islands of its peninsulas as if visualising the aftermath of a great geological scissoring, and it was not until Abraham Ortelius’s impressively resplendent Scotiae tabula of 1580 that the name ‘Skye’ first appeared, spelled just as it is today. 

Timothy Pont, one of the earliest travellers and mapmakers to depict Skye in detail, produced an map of the ‘Yle of Skie’ for Joan Blaeu’s 1654 Atlas of Scotland. Pont probably drew his map much earlier – in around 1590 – and it’s a dramatic thing: a squabble of peninsulas dangling south off a narrow spine, from which a muscular, straight-raked headland strikes north-west at an almost perfect right angle. It’s just an impression of the island’s true architecture – but even by the standards of the time, accurate enough to suggest just how confounding its geography is. 

Nomenclature took a bit of a backward step after that, with the comprehensively titled New mapp of Scotland or North Britain with considerable improvements according to the newest observations, produced by Tho Bowles of London in 1731. The mapmaker’s big idea was to fill in any gaps between place names with helpful geographical descriptions; Skye is now Skiei, and ‘in this island is found aggt chrystal and marble and Herrings are taken in all the bays.’ 

Skye’s name could also have arisen from its likeness to a butterfly, a crustacean or, most famously, a bird. Scetis in the Ravenna Cosmography could also have derived from the Celtic skitis, meaning ‘winged’ – thought to refer to the peninsulas of land outstretched from a meaty, mountain-muscled midriff like a striking eagle, according to Jim Crumley in The Heart of Skye, with ‘its wing tips at Duntulm and Waternish Head, its head bearing down in Kyleakin and Kylerea, its talons slung loosely below Point of Sleat’. This led to the Gaelic An t-Eilean Sgitheanach – often translated as the ‘winged isle,’ with sgiath meaning ‘wing’ in Gaelic. It takes some seeing, but the tumultuous sweep of the island and its swirl of peninsulas do correspond to something in a kind of mid-air flail. Donald Munro, High Dean of the Isles, made the observation in 1549: ‘This Ile is callit Ellan Skiannach in Irish, that is to say in Inglish the wyngit Ile, be reason it has mony wyngis and pointis lyand furth fra it.’ Timothy Pont, too, refers to parts of Skye as ‘wings’ in the description of the island credited to him in Blaeu’s Atlas of Scotland, where he notes: ‘The promontories are stretched into the sea like wings for which it is called by some writers … as skia in the old language signifies a wing.’ Less poetic is the blunt yet beckoning – and anonymous – description of Skye recorded in Macfarlane’s Geographical Collections from the 18th century: ‘It is great and big … ther ar mountaynes in it.’ 

More recent comparisons include Malcolm Slesser’s salty analogy of Skye’s form as ‘a lobster’s claw ready to snap at the fish bone of Harris and Lewis’, in his 1923 SMC guide, The Island of Skye. Meanwhile Sorley Maclean, a Scottish Gaelic poet deeply associated with Skye, clearly thought the ‘winged isle’ theory had legs when he wrote:

Great beautiful bird of Scotland,

Your supremely beautiful wings bent

About many-nooked Loch Bracadale,

Your beautiful wings prostrate on the sea

From the Wild Stallion to the Aird of Sleat

Your joyous wings spread

About Loch Snizort and the world …

Maclean chose to name this poem simply ‘An t-Eilean’ (‘The Island’), which, to many, is the only name that Skye needs, standing sharp through the blizzard of evocations and descriptions. 

But perhaps another rather newer term cuts through them, not to evoke form or append name, but to conjure feel – a single word never intended for, but uncannily suited to Skye: Xenotopia. This was quipped by landscape writer Robert Macfarlane, from the Latin xenos and topia. Translated literally, it means ‘stranger-place’. I love that, because this is Skye. Stranger than other places, and a stranger itself. There it sits, a place of extremes, of infinite circular conflict – of people against people, people against weather, weather against rock, rock against people. A place of migration and immigration and emigration, where storms trail and strafe across the land much like its transient dwellers and the strangers who come to the island, over the centuries and in numbers. All drawn to this tempestuous edgeland by – well, by something.

The village of Elgol roughens the tip of the Strathaird peninsula like a barnacle-pile. A cluster of boxy white crofts and a few newer developments – almost all of them of the woody Scandinavian eco-home ilk – Elgol is the end of the road in every sense. But where wheels can’t go, your feet can. 

The previous afternoon I had arrived in the village beneath a sky that was a ragged patchwork of white and grey, stitched with threads of sun. The air was a soup of salt and that metallic nautical smell that pervades any coastal settlement as I locked the car, swung my pack on, and looked for the finger post inscribed with my night’s destination. 

The way to Camasunary Bay from Elgol follows the coast along a path that is in places overgrown, squelchy and precarious. Progress was slow, but aside from the brevity of daylight at this time of year I felt in no rush; bothy nights in winter are long and cold, and it wouldn’t have done to arrive too early. The Atlantic filled everything to my left, a sheet of hammered iron except at the shore, where it melted to foam. Often the path rose above lichen-blackened cliffs to a height that twitched the stomach and knees; beneath lay grey rocks and the occasional bright disturbance of washed-up rubbish – a buoy, yellow polystyrene, a coil of blue or orange plastic fishing rope.

The land had been turned brown by winter. On the hillsides to my right, crags broke the surface in dark, wet wounds. Ahead, along the line made between coast and sea, stood a great mass of cloud, and a shadow. I had seen many pictures of this place, all wide angles and spacious vistas. Now I was here, everything felt compressed, bristling and dirty, a place of water smells and creeping cold. It was like walking through a rinse cycle. 

The path dropped to a storm beach, then climbed some cliffs through a haggle of arthritic rowan and thorns. Another drop, the path rounded a final corner and, two hours after leaving Elgol in the straining light of late afternoon, I arrived at the opening of Camasunary Bay. Here, Loch Scavaig bites its salty teeth into the land and a huge glen spills into the sea.

Immediately ahead stood a robust building of corrugated metal over clapboard over stone: the bothy. Shelter from the deteriorating weather, and my home for the night. It looked so close to the water that a stiff tide might envelop it. It also looked strong enough to cope.

The door swung heavily open on new hinges to a porch. Someone had dragged a piece of driftwood just inside, presumably with the intention of burning it – and had left it there on finding that a fireplace was one thing this bothy didn’t have. My heart sank slightly at this, but given the circumstances it was a minor gripe.

For such a wild place, it’s perhaps unexpected that Camasunary Bay has three buildings, spaced sentinel-like across the coastal plain. This new bothy, which a plaque inside the door tells visitors was built by the Royal Engineers in 2016, is one; the bothy it replaced, a squat crofter’s cottage on the opposite side of the bay, the second; and finally the lodge, a little-occupied dwelling on the sandy croft the bay was named after: Camas Fhionnairigh, bay of the fair, or the beautiful, or the white shieling. I doubted any had anyone in them tonight.

Skyeman Alexander Nicolson – a man whom we will get to know rather well – once remarked that the lack of a hotel or some other convenience here, given the exemplary location, was a missed opportunity:

Here undoubtedly is the place where, where in Switzerland would be … a Grand Hotel et Pension de Camasunary. It is not well to disturb the sacred solitude of nature’s great scenes. But we should be reasonable, and if people will go, and ought to go, to go to see such places it would be better that they should be able to do so with some degree of comfort.

Nicolson’s vision, rather happily, never came to pass. Some writers record that for a time there was a temperance retreat in the bay – a remote place for ‘reclaiming drunkards’, as Charles Weld delicately wrote in 1860, ‘where it is to be presumed the total abstinence system can be enforced with complete success’. But however rustic, there is still comfort to be found here where there might easily have been none. The three buildings have enabled each other, too; the lodge’s owner paid for the new bothy to be built when he decided to reclaim the old one, a charitable act indeed, given how welcome a free shelter with a firm roof is in this sea-lashed corner of Skye. I was certainly thankful.

My boots squeaked on the floor as outside turned to inside. It was big, for a bothy: two rooms, one with a table, one with a double deck of conjoined bunks, and both with a window onto the sea, spilling milky light over the floor. I walked through to the sleeping room, swung off my bags and shoved the load onto the bench, my movements filling the building with sudden noise and ringing echoes. I wondered how long it had lain silent before my interruption.

The bothy logbook stood open on a shelf half full of spent tea-lights and marked with multiple burns. I’d slept in maybe twenty of these shelters over the years, and it was always fun to look in this special book: to leaf through damp-puckered pages full of the thoughts of the intrepid, the relieved, the transient, the knackered. Like Skye in microcosm, everyone who passed this way had a story and most recorded it too, as if compelled to mark the occasion. The last entry was from three days earlier: a walker attempting the Skye Trail who sheltered here awhile from the rain before continuing on. The last overnighter had been weeks back. I noticed the doodles of one entry matched the style of a rather self-centred piece of graffiti on the door between the two rooms, which someone had thought an appropriate canvas to draw a figure sporting a Mohican and a kilt, and wielding a woodcutter’s axe. I didn’t know which was harder to fathom: that someone with such limited artistic skill would decide an interior door of this bothy was a suitable place to express themselves, or that the same person happened to arrive with a thick marker pen. 

I began to unload night things: stove, mat, sleeping bag. Dry, warm clothes were dug out of their waterproof bags; heavy, wet clothes strung up in the thin hope they might dry a little. I pulled out something to read and a miniature electric lantern I had taken to carrying, suddenly both grateful for it and slightly fearful that it might fail. In the absence of a fire it would be dark in here, and these places didn’t exactly have plug points. The lodge, five hundred metres away, looked empty, which meant this lantern and my headtorch would be the only source of illumination for miles in a sixteen-hour night. 

The light began to silver, then grey, then die. I debated turning the lantern on but instead pulled on my wet jacket and went outside in search of a stream, clutching a waterproof bag turned inside out to collect water. The landscape was now almost monochrome – grey beach, sea, hillsides and cloud. The mountains that I knew peered down on Camasunary were masked, including the one I’d come here to climb: Sgùrr Hain, which stood just over a mile away to the north-west. It could have been twenty.

In a gloomy mood I trudged across the beach to search for fresh water. The white lodge was there, vacant and darkening, losing contrast in the falling dark. Choking the spaces between the rocks were more bits of plastic: bottles, boxes, floats, rope, morasses of polystyrene, one plastered with faded Japanese text – all of it chucked up onto this comparatively microscopic bite of beach. God knows how much else was out there. Scanning the fading ground for the line of a stream, I found a filthy outlet and started to trudge inland to where it wasn’t clogged by something unpleasant. Eventually I found enough of a clean flow to fill a couple of litres, and I turned with my suddenly heavy burden back towards the bothy.

It was nearing complete darkness when I reached the building and sloughed in, immediately cranking up my little lantern to ease the atmosphere of the isolation. Minutes later my stove was rolling a boil, I layered clothing for the night, the windows fogged, and the room filled with the smells of pasta and cheese sauce. I ate, poured a mug of hot chocolate, and soon was zipped into my sleeping bag with a book of Sorley Maclean’s poems, the frugal glow from the lantern casting mad shadows on the wall with every rustle. The sea’s breathing was now joined by a snuffling wind and, later, the slow static of rain on the corrugated roof, getting louder as the night thickened.

When my eyes could no longer focus on the words I let them close, leaving the lantern on for some comfort. I thought about my journey over the last couple of days – from home and everything and everyone there, along thrumming roads through teeming cities, motorway services withering to ancient Highland petrol stations and isolated inns, over the bridge, then to here – a place completely cut off, in little more than twenty-four hours. Civilisation had tapered to a single point, and there I was. It wasn’t a bad feeling, or a particularly good one. It’s just rare these days to feel quite so alone. 

Deep in the night I wandered out of the bothy door for a pee to find, after the shock of total dark had passed, that a thick sea mist had crept up to the shore. It was weird, just hanging on the water, like a wall of ghosts, halting where it met the land. At my back, the cloud had lifted slightly and after a long stare, I fancied I could see the shadows of mountains beyond. It was cold, and an occasional half-snow was in the air, disappearing where it reached the ground. The silence was total. I stood there until I shivered, then retreated inside.

Sleep was fitful, my ears awake for the skittering of mouse claws on wood – that paranoia of something racing along the sleeping platform towards me. And this being a bothy, there was always the possibility of someone shambling in during the night, although given the weather and the lean season it seemed unlikely. And, rather thankfully, so it proved.

The next morning, after a brief lull just after dawn, the weather deteriorated once again. I stripped out everything from my pack I didn’t need – sleeping gear, stove, little lantern – piled it all in a corner of the bothy, and struck off along the clattery beach towards where I presumed Sgùrr Hain began.

And so, a few hours later, this was it and here I was, at the sharp end of this strange little quest. Halfway up an obscure mountain on the Isle of Skye, looking for the place where someone I never knew presumably took one last look at something, then – for whatever reason – died. 

The gully opened out to a wide shoulder. Before me oily rocks poked out of grass, stretching towards a flat grey. That wasn’t the sky, I thought. That was a drop, and a smothered view. Dropping a bright waterproof bag on the ground and spearing it with a walking pole to mark the top of the gully, I struck out along the grass on a bearing the map confirmed was vaguely the right direction. Moments later, pacing my distance and squinting at every little boulder that emerged from the mist ahead, I spotted something. As I moved towards it, its shape crisped into a squat, black arrowhead pointing at the sky. I’d found it.

It was a hefty thing, but somehow smaller than I’d imagined. With nothing beside it to lend a sense of scale, the photograph I’d seen made it look magisterial: a proud triangle of gabbro rocks. Perhaps it was the absence of any view that diminished it somehow, yet here it was: Captain Maryon’s Monument. It stood a little taller than me, wet-black, moated by a filthy puddle. A tiny mountain peak, named after a man. I removed my gloves to touch it, to feel the teeth of the rock bite my skin. This was no cairn, no simple pile of stones: this thing had been crafted, shaped. A hell of a task out here. And where was the plaque? I thought for a moment it had been taken away but then I found it, oddly tucked on a corner near the ground, apologetically, like a signature:

Erected in memory of Staff Captain

A. J. Maryon G. H. Q. India Command

who met his death here in July 1946.

He lay on this spot for nearly two

years and now rests in Portree.

This cairn was built by his friend

Myles Morrison ex Staff Captain R. E.

who served with him in the 1939–45 War.

What a strange pilgrimage. I stood there in the pissing rain, feeling it crawling between the seams of my clothing, feeling the February cold beginning to squeeze. Leaning against the cairn and staring into the cloud, I was satisfied to have reached this place, yet in the grip of a strange and increasingly overstretched anticlimax: standing in the sky, with nothing but my imaginings to paint a scene around me, and a memory locked wordlessly into this stone.

I can’t really tell you why Captain Maryon’s story both captivated and haunted me. I think mostly it was because it offered more questions than answers. It was enigmatic, oddly truncated, unlikely, dream-like, dark – a Skye story to its bones. 

His full name was Arthur James Maryon, and he was thirty-seven years old, which, I note now – with nothing more than passing relatability – is my age as I write this. His address was, appropriately, Pinnacle Hill in Bexleyheath. He had served with the 5th Mahratta Light Infantry during the Second World War. His name appeared on the war memorial at Brookwood Cemetery in Surrey – notable in itself as he died after the war, but before 1947, the year that the Commonwealth War Graves Commission considered the end of wartime service. 

I include these strange details as really they are the only details. Aside from these skeletal facts and this enduring, meticulously made monolith on Skye, Maryon is a ghost. We can’t know how he died, if he meant to die, or why. We just know that he died here – on an obscure spot offering little to explain his passing. You could argue mountaineering is inexplicable in general, but Maryon wasn’t mountaineering when he met his end. Looking around the spot where I stood, the only way you could die from external causes here was if you killed yourself with something brought with you, got hit by lightning or a meteorite, or jumped from an aeroplane and landed here. Which suggested either a sudden, terminal physical ailment – possible, even at his age – exposure, or suicide, we’ll never know which. And another part of his story added another layer of mystique. 

We know that Maryon left the Sligachan Hotel on or around 8 July 1946 and that his body wasn’t discovered until 1 July 1948. This was the thing that had caught me, put a terrible vision to the tale: as stated on the plaque, his body had lain here, in the open on this spot, for almost exactly two years. This idea – of a body just lying here – seemed to me so awful and odd. How wild must a place be to allow him to remain unfound for so long, particularly as the presence of a monument to his memory suggested that someone had probably missed him, and conceivably went out looking for him? What kind of place was this?

Well, that’s the thing. This isn’t just any spot. It was what this monument was looking at, the view it owned, that joined our stories together. I knew what lay behind that cloud, that wall of murk to the west. The view it gives is the only tangible reason to climb this obscure, rough-skinned rise amidst an arena of much grander objectives. Maryon’s monument might have brought me to this spot; but there was no question that what drew this unfortunate soul here was the same thing that brought me to Skye. Purely by being here, Maryon must have been a man with a fascination for grand and savage places. 

I stood there and thought of Maryon, whoever he was. Thought of him going from living to dead, from a person to a thing, a body, wasting to hard edges, forming to the ground, becoming part of the mountain. I thought of this because of some lines the poet Sorley Maclean wrote, lines in a book which I’d read by dim light in the bothy last night, and which was now saturating in my rucksack. 

Who is this, who is this in the night of the spirit?

It is only the naked ghost of a heart

a spectre going alone in thought,

a skeleton naked of flesh on the mountain.

Who is this, who is this in the night of the heart?

It is the thing that is not reached,

the ghost seen by the soul

A Cuillin rising over the sea.

Through a thinning in the murky sky ahead, something moved. The cloud shifted over an object, sharp and dark and big, and for a second I saw it. Three spires, descending from high above and to the right, like barbs on a monster’s back. It was just a glimpse – and barely that. But it was enough to tell me that behind the wall of battleship grey it was there after all. The crooked black ridge of mountains that cuts this island in two: the Cuillin.

I first became aware of something fearful and remarkable on the Isle of Skye when I was a teenager. I’d bought an anthology of mountain writing from a charity shop, and on the back of the dust jacket there was a full-page print of what looked like a woodcut. The woodcut, or engraving, or whatever it was, held a darkly lucid vision – all hard angles and scorched textures in stark black and white. From a distance it looked like a bombed-out cathedral, cloud rising around it like smoke. In it a figure, with their back to the viewer and on a skyline in the top right, was negotiating a ledge over a huge, white drop. To the left of the image was a ridge-crest, rising from the cloud below, all weird and twisted in form. It reared to a distinctive fin of rock, then fell again into cloud. In the background rose a triangular peak, a continuation of the same ridge. Beyond, yet another.

I stared at this picture for a long time. Everything about it gripped and rattled me: the textures, the aesthetic of the landscape it depicted, even the purposeful-looking swing of the figure’s arm as they rounded the skyline obstacle. A thing, an objective, and a human on an adventure. 

Was this a real place? It had to be, but there were no accompanying words. I had to hunt for the credit on the back inner flap of the jacket, which stated it was by an artist named Paul L. Kershaw and showed ‘Collie’s Ledge, The Cuillin, Isle of Skye’. That was in Scotland; I knew that. But scenes from high in the British mountains were to me then, as they are to most now, a mystery-in-ignorance – and a spectacular surprise when, or if ever, encountered. 

Frustratingly, there was nothing in the book about Skye, or the Cuillin ridge, or Collie – whoever or whatever that was. It was a book that collected a whole host of grand musings about the Himalayas, the Victorian conquest of the Alps, the Romantics and their ecstasies about the Lake District. The image on the back cover was an incongruous fragment of something entirely different, something that grabbed my attention yet didn’t seem to comfortably fit the broader picture – grafted onto the whole like a geographical exclamation mark.

In many ways, this is in keeping with the Cuillin in general. In terms of the British mountainscape, the place does not fit at all. It’s completely out of kilter with everything, in terms of its geology, its architecture, its visual smack – everything. Britain’s mountains are weathered and noble, all different, certainly, but cut from at least similar basic stock. The Cuillin ridge is not. Its mountains are steeper, harder, stranger. Wilder. Sharper. Angrier. Most British mountains delivered their gravitas with a kind of dramatic dignity. The Cuillin – and I use the singular, as the ridge is a collective of peaks – looks as if it has sailed in from some terror-place on ragged sails, taking anchor off the west coast and peering into Scotland’s interior like a demon at the window. From every angle, the Cuillin was an environment with a complexity and an atmosphere unlike any other I knew of. And this was before I even knew it at all.

‘The first sight of them leaves you speechless,’ wrote W. Kenneth Richmond in Climber’s Testament. ‘You have heard so much about them, imagined so much, studied them in photographs, and here they are at last – larger than life and out-leaping your wildest expectations.’ I started to appreciate this more directly when my own explorations of Britain’s mountains took me into Scotland, and within sight of the Cuillin ridge itself. There it was off the coast of Torridon, Applecross, the Isle of Rum, from the coast at Mallaig, its barbs peeping out shockingly behind benign headlands and low-rise peninsulas, astonishing to think of its angles and jags, those ruinous masts and turrets, as a permanent fixture and not some transient, drifting freak. It didn’t look real. 

The Cuillin ridge occupied a different compass point each time I saw it but was always a strange, disjointed presence. I once camped on the beach at Redpoint, a remote limb of beach on Scotland’s north-west coast, facing the hulk of Skye across the Minch, with Raasay and Rona layered in the shelter of its silhouette. From there I sat on the sand and looked across at the island, watched the sky redden, the land blacken and the lighthouses on the headlands begin to wink, a fog slowly building from the water. In many ways this became my conception of Skye, too: a dark otherland, that xenotopia, its existence transient between snatches of windblown mists. Then at night, the twinkle of lighthouses, the breath of the sea and, flattened by dusk into silhouette, those beckoning, frightening mountains.

And the Cuillin ridge is frightening. Frightening at a basal, molecular level. It is the mountain concept in its purest form: no nobility, no masquerade of fearsomeness that fails when you scratch it. Here is a landscape imagined by a mind brooding on dark metaphorical fictions: impassable, obstinate, steep, the place where the bad things are. I challenge you to look at the Cuillin ridge and not feel it stroke your more suggestible side. 

And on the ground this plays out beneath your feet. For the mountain walker, the Cuillin presents a challenge so far in excess of anything else in the British Isles, it is very nearly off limits. The closest you can get elsewhere approximating the traverse of the entire ridge – the end-to-end enchainment of all the major peaks in the range, and the gold medal achievement hereabouts – is still several leagues short of what is actually required in terms of skill, stamina and constitution. 

These were the last of Britain’s mountains to be climbed. Most high points in Scotland and elsewhere in Britain took their names from ancient, generic or apocryphal sources – animals, objects, tributes of resemblance, references to colour or occasionally legend. The Cuillin’s peaks were named after the people who climbed them. ‘The only mountains in Scotland to be named after men,’ wrote the writer and mountaineer Ben Humble. ‘Hoary names they have. And never were there men more worthy.’ Named for people who had to be first drawn to this place. To these mountains.

And it is here, at the place where Captain Maryon’s Monument stands, that you can appreciate the tableau of the Cuillin from the centre of its maw: sea, loch, sky and, linking all with its ragged lines, the Black Cuillin ridge itself, curled in an arc of skyward-pointing barbs around this much smaller, human-made one. Within a head-sweep from the monument, within these dark mountains rent in rock and layered in tiers, lies a grand tale. 

And yet it was a loch that arguably started it all. Far below me and my perch in the sky, down there through the murk, lay Loch Coruisk. When early travellers came to Skye in the 18th century, it was word of this extraordinary citadel lake, hidden from all eyes but the intrepid, that they took back. On their trail came the artists, who would attempt to capture visions of it with all the enraptured melodrama of the Romantic age. Here was the lake that prompted tangible terror in Sir Walter Scott, whose evocations of Skye in The Lord of the Isles were almost elementally malevolent in nature. Scott’s Corriskin was a ‘dread lake’,

With its dark ledge of barren stone

Seems that primeval earthquake’s sway

Hath rent a strange and sheltered way

Through the rude bosom of the hill,

And that each naked precipice,

Sable ravine, and dark abyss

Tells of the outrage still.

The focus on the lake could be because, before the Romantics, mountains were either ignored or actively hated by early travellers, who equated them with the wastelands of the subverted afterlife. Dante’s chosen metaphor for hell was a mountain; and sharp, arid peaks like the Cuillin were damnation’s chosen set-dressing from the Classical age all the way to Tolkien’s Mordor. The Romantics channelled this repulsion into exultation – Joseph Addison’s ‘agreeable horror’ – after which mountains became quite the thing to provoke rapture in everything from poetry to art to philosophy.

But at a time when nature’s more rugged scenes were exaggerated, darkened, corralled into artificial symmetry and pre-ordained compositions, here was a landscape that defied embellishment. Separated from the claws of the Atlantic by a sinew-bridge of land, this deeply tucked-away loch prompted feelings of unease from first sight. 

Even Lord Cockburn, he of the ‘asylum of dreariness’, was stunned into reverence by Coruisk:

The dark pinnacles, the silence, deepened rather than diminished by the sound of a solitary stream – above all, the solitude – inspired a feeling of awe rather than solemnity. No mind can resist this impression … there is nothing except the little loch, towered over by the high and grisly forms of these storm-defying and man-despising mountains. 

Man-despising. At a time when home-bred explorers were extending their reach to the far corners of the world in search of ever-more ambitious objectives – Alps, Caucasus, Andes, Himalaya – here was a tight fist of virgin ground, terrifyingly tempting in form, located just off the Scottish coast. So formidable was these mountains’ challenge that it is almost certain that every summit on the mainland – as well as many in the Alps – was climbed before the first mountaineering feet trod on a Cuillin peak to make the last of the British first ascents. 

When the mountaineers did begin to explore the Cuillin they found a lethal dichotomy, a thing by turns seductive and abrasive: a labyrinth of blackened rock that built from the sea in a complex series of hollows and ribs, sharpening, dividing, reaching ever-higher angles of intense pitch and form to terminate in a slinking and bucking crest seven miles in length, never lower than 2,500 feet and in some places little wider than a human foot. And every dispatch from this place was so consistently perturbed, conjuring up a landscape fearfully singular amongst the British hills. When walking in the Lake District or the Brecon Beacons you were strolling with the angels; on the Cuillin you were dancing with the devil. 

Whatever your take, the Cuillin of Skye provokes a reaction. Mine was to ignore it. Not out of disinterest, you must understand – but because I identified the ridge as rather throwing a spanner in the works of my personal exploration of the British mountains. These peaks were scarier, altogether trickier than anything else I was likely to encounter. So I snubbed the ridge, pretended it wasn’t there, and remained in a state of geographical dismissal. And being on an island, it is ignorable. Because it’s separate, somehow.

But as years became decades of exploring the Lake District, North Wales, every corner of the Highlands and other parts of Skye itself, the Cuillin’s mysterious grin seemed to gain a glimmer, like the untouched chamber in a ransacked tomb. Life changed, I got older, got married, had children. And for the very best of reasons, my priorities switched, and I felt my time in the mountains slipping into the mist. I’d done well: Britain’s high places had sculpted my life and given me some of my most vivid memories. But still, there was the Cuillin ridge. 

Skye’s strange, sharp peaks haunted me. I could live without climbing up onto the ridge, live without saying I’d taken on the toughest mountain journey in Britain and survived. Of course I could. But then there’s nothing about the fascination with mountains that’s justifiable. And little by little, the range sunk its hooks into me, like it had done before to so many others, and my own Skye story began. The more I read, the more I realised that I was simply one of a long line of travellers whose eyes had been drawn by the island and seduced by its peculiar atmospheres. 

The idea that here was a place, a range of mountains, of which I had no experience whatsoever, began to stir me – a mid-life mountain crisis, if you like. This would be a brand-new adventure, an opportunity to get to know these mountains better than any others I knew, to understand where they came from, who explored them, the boots they had felt, the ghosts they kept, the secrets they held. And I could finally step onto that ridge, and maybe even make the journey across it – the traverse of the Cuillin! – and pin its ragged rosette on my own mountain life. Quite unexpectedly, the mountains I had been avoiding for most of my life were about to have my entire focus. 

Of the ridge itself I knew only the sharpest edges of detail. I knew that the Cuillin as a range was a kind of perfect storm of everything that can challenge and endanger you in the British mountains, all augmented with the natural exaggeration of mystique. That you could die of fright at the drops. Of drowning in the rain. Of thirst from the dryness. Of hypothermia, or hyperthermia. That the ridge was harder, steeper, longer, scarier than anything else in Britain – not just by a bit, but by a lot. That the rock was so sharp it tore skin and equipment to pieces in days, and was filled with enough metal to render a compass useless. And if your compass did work, the map was so complex that it too was almost useless once you were in the heights. 

To climb the Cuillin you need things you don’t need on everyday British mountains. Water is scarce. Rain is frequent, as is cloud, wind and brisk shifts between them. The slopes are damagingly steep. Ropes are needed here, not solely to tackle rock climbs but just to make your way around. To get to the summits. There’s nowhere else in Britain where you need a rope just to get to the summits. And – uniquely – unless you were particularly competent, you needed a guide on the Cuillin. An actual human, enlisted to keep you safe, and help you get what you came for. 

I knew experienced people who had tried to traverse the ridge three, four, five times and failed. Bad weather. Running out of time. Running out of water. Loss of motivation due to exhaustion. Loss of confidence due to fear. Injury, equipment failure, bad decision-making – this was a place that tested everything you had. What this mountain range represented at its simplest level was an almost perfect obstacle. Put succinctly by a friend of mine, traversing the entire ridge in one continuous push – the grand prize for any would-be Cuillin assailant – is like ‘running a marathon, and being terrified for every second’. In other words, I sort of knew the headlines, even though I didn’t really know the Cuillin, or Skye, at all. But this was all about to change.

I reached the car in Elgol almost exactly twenty-four hours after I’d left it. My clothes hung off me like wet towels and it was a relief to get them off, even in air filled deep with chill. I jumped behind the wheel in my thermals, started the engine and cranked up the heater, and the car was soon a moving box of steam. Mobile phone reception returned in Broadford, and I made my way in collapsing weather back to a far-tucked village called Portnalong, where a room, dry clothes and a bar were waiting.

I’d found the Taigh Ailean Hotel a few days before I arrived on Skye, amidst the slow realisation that most of the big seasonal places whose names I knew were closed for the winter. A modest white building on the shore of Loch Harport, it was run by an English couple, Katie and Johnny Heron, who had moved there some years earlier. Bearded and with a chipper, practical manner, Johnny had come to Skye on a whim and bought the hotel – which translates as ‘Alan’s House’, and was built on the site of an old croft, as is everything else in Portnalong – there and then. Katie, a former teacher with a dark bob, bookish spectacles and a refined English delivery that gave her the air of an intellectual on a bohemian kick, or vice versa, moved here without having even seen the building. Neither had ever run a hotel before, but their story wasn’t strange. Not for Skye.

A shower, a change and a drink in the inn’s ‘Munros Bar’ later, Johnny and Katie had rather unexpectedly piled me into their truck and driven the three miles through navy, sleety darkness to the neighbouring settlement of Carbost. A grid of hilly streets and low-rise buildings, this village overlooks Loch Harport, the curved inlet that burrows into Skye from the west. If central Skye were a clock face, the loch would sit at around eight. 

To the off-comer, Carbost is known primarily for three things: the Talisker distillery, the Oyster Shed and the Old Inn. In summer all are packed with tourists; in the Old Inn in February, deep into the off season and the long nights, you tend only to find locals. People forget that Skye isn’t just a place people come to: it’s a real place. And in the winter, in places like Skye, places like the Old Inn become important beacons in the dark. 

Johnny had explained that while both were full in high season, in February there wasn’t enough trade to support both the Taigh Ailean’s bar and the Old Inn, so they supported each other on alternate days, which I thought was nice. Inside a low room lit by fairy lights and the glow of a wood burner were a panelled bar, stone walls and a decently oiled bunch of patrons, all talking in the familiar way that suggested they probably met up most nights. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. I noticed Scottish accents and just as many English ones, among which was Johnny’s.

‘We did wonder,’ he said, ‘what it would be like moving here. Whether we would get stick, being off-comers or whatever. But so many people who now live on Skye are from elsewhere. Everyone is an immigrant somewhere down the line, whether it’s from Harris, the mainland, England, or another place altogether.’

I asked about the human history – the clans, the old rivalries that had punctuated Skye’s history with infamous blood-soaked battles, as if mirroring the brutal landscape and climate. Johnny shook his head dismissively and indicated the bar. ‘So there you are, a MacLeod,’ he said, indicating a big man dressed in ghillie tweeds sitting towards the corner making talk with the barman, ‘and a MacDonald.’ He pointed to a tall, lean figure who had just stooped in from the adjacent room. ‘That’s Farquhar. Hell of a fiddle player.’ Johnny took a drink, wagged his head, then continued. ‘It’s sometimes there a bit … but in banter. Pool and football, shinty. That sort of thing.’

People came, people left, and the inn remained at a sociable simmer, the air of easy, instant familiarity I found immediately likeable. More Skye stories. The film star who had been at the Oyster Shed that week. The landlord taking issue over the boundary of his neighbour’s croft. More Skye accents – Brummie, East Midlands, Swedish, Scottish – all glued together by certain affectations tossed in: ‘see’, ‘ah’, ‘och’, ‘wee’.

At one point I found myself alone and increasingly curious about a series of canvasses I’d noticed dotted around the inn’s walls. Some were large, some tiny, and all clearly by the same artist: stark white, made of tight agitations of black scrawl building to form the shapes of mountains. Shapes of the Cuillin.

A man I’d seen behind the bar wearing a padded gilet was busy collecting glasses.

‘Who’s the artist?’ I asked, indicating the paintings.

The man had a shaved head and looked about forty. ‘Those?’ he said, as he looked slowly around at the canvasses, as if noticing them for the first time. ‘That’d be me.’

‘Really?’ 

‘Aye.’ He offered his hand. ‘Ali. I run the place.’

I asked him if he climbed in the Cuillin. He said he used to, but not since he lost some friends up there, not long ago. He looked at his pictures in a slightly de-focused way, and for a minute looked like he might cry. 

‘It’s a way to stay close. Just parking up and walking from the roadside, getting some frustration out. This one over here,’ he said, taking me to a small canvas on the opposite wall. On it was a triangular-shaped peak cleaved by a black gash. I recognised the mountain, but couldn’t remember the name of it. I didn’t have to. ‘Sgùrr an Fheadain,’ he said, the Gaelic sliding from his lips, half words, half air. The knots of ink were intense, layered on thickly, vivid on the white. ‘I was angry when I did this one. I can see it in the lines.’ He coughed a chuckle. ‘They’re good for it, the Cuillin, you know … they’re harsh. The darkness. The dread.’

That word again. But I understood. When it came to the Cuillin ridge, dread ran deep in me. Ever since I saw its barbs scraping above the headland from Mallaig, something settled in my gut and began to chew. Because somewhere inside me was the same remote, irrational pull that anyone who has flirted with mountain climbing can identify with. I climb mountains, but I’m no climber. I hate heights and avoid risks. But mountains had me, in a way that wasn’t ever going to slacken. And I knew that one day I’d need to take a closer look at the Cuillin ridge. That one day I’d find myself pulling on my boots, taking a deep breath, and limbering up for the hardest, nastiest mountains in the land. Because if you love the British mountains, sooner or later, the Cuillin calls. Don’t ask me why; it’s just the way it is. 

Not long after returning to Skye I was chatting with an old friend, Thomas Lyle, who knew the Cuillin well. Spend twenty years in mountain rescue, as Lyle had, and tales of horror and confusion on the ridge find their way to you like cold, grasping fingers. I told him about my night in the bothy at Camasunary, and of standing there, where Maryon had lain all those years ago, in that place. I held back on some of my queerer thoughts about the island and its ridge, but I needn’t have, because quite out of nowhere he said, ‘That’s the thing about Skye. That darkness.’

‘You mean the colour of the rock?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘That’s not what I mean at all.’

I waited, then he continued. ‘I’ll say this about being up there on the ridge – it’s magnificent. But it’s the most sinister place in the British mountains I’ve ever been.’

‘Can you be more specific?’ 

‘Not really. It’s just a feeling. Get up into the Cuillin and you’ll either absolutely fall in love with the place or you won’t ever want to go there again. But it will get you.’ He gave me a look. ‘One way or the other.’

This, I would become increasingly aware, was the thing about the Cuillin. It had ‘got’ many people. All the people who had fallen under its weird, cryptic spell. I wanted to understand why it got them – people like Walter Scott, Sorley Maclean, Captain Maryon, all the way to people like Ali and his unfortunate friends – and now, seemingly, me. Mountains everywhere inspire; some mountains possess. And slowly, this strange island’s mountains had possessed me. 

So on returning home, I did what I thought would get me there. I blocked out two weeks in the diary later in the year – one to explore at leisure, and another to attempt a traverse from one end of the ridge to the other. And then I began my journey through its past, collecting
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