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All proceeds (if there are any) go to the Scout Group to which
the participants of this odyssey belong.














Going by what
the press are telling us about the state of the economy you’d think
the majority of people are living, if not in abject poverty, then
at least in fear of losing their jobs and not being able to put
food on the table. So you would also imagine, having at the last
minute decided to go away for the Easter Holidays, being surprised
when no accommodation could be found anywhere south of Wick.

I’m being
disingenuous, of course; we are enthusiastic skinflints so had
quite precise requirements. Similar to our experiences last
October, when travelling with an entourage of young people with
limited cash, options for room and board tend to narrow. Since we’d
stayed in the Hobbit Microcabins on the banks of Loch Ness before,
we thought we’d go back. This turned out to be an optimistic course
of action when you remember (if you bothered to read about our last
venture on The Great Glen Way, and I don’t blame you if you didn’t)
the owner had in his driveway a Bentley and a speedboat. Obviously
business was good then, and it turned out it still was, as he
chuckled gently into the phone after being asked if he had any free
cabins.

Hobbit
Microcabins are a growth industry; there are many around Scotland,
from Dumfries to Wick, as mentioned. Cabins in Dumfries were booked
out but a place near Wick had vacancies, possibly because it’s at
least five hours from the central belt (it’s still over an hour
from Inverness) so for a weekend you’d spend almost as much time
travelling as staying. It also turns out Hobbit Microcabins are in
a state of constant change, at least in terms of their shape. I
present the Octolodge – a slightly bigger, octagonal instead of
round, Wendy house ... but no less busy around Easter time. In
terms of future development Wigwams have been around for ages so
the triangle is out; perhaps we’ll have the Squa-lodge; nothing
special really, it’s just a square shed. They’d only have one bed
in because they’ll be marketed purely at square people who have no
friends to travel with anyway.

So we ended up
on Arran; the power was off for most of the week before but
Michael, a member of our group, has a holiday home on the island. I
mean, it’s not his personally – he’s only sixteen – it’s his
parents’. Michael and his family had planned to go to Arran on
Easter Sunday but had deferred departure for a day so he could come
along on our trip. It was a happy coincidence that since we were
stuck for somewhere to go and had a much smaller group than usual –
only five – the cottage was free and we could use it. Michael would
stay on after Monday when we’d leave and his parents would arrive
to accept the baton of care.

Arran had been
severely affected by adverse weather; looking at The Arran Banner,
the island’s weekly newspaper, the headline read: ‘Arran’s snow
heroes’. On the back page the sports headline read: ‘Because of the
weather no sport took place, but here is a picture of a snow
drift’. I’m paraphrasing, but that was the gist of it. Arriving on
the east side it looked serene, but the picturesque view from the
ferry as it hove to belied the trouble to the north and west of the
island. Snow drifts up to fifteen foot deep, cars all but buried,
farm animals killed in snow drifts, even the most hard-bitten paper
boy all but lost in the blizzards … OK, I made the last one up. The
entire island had lost power and was surviving on emergency
generator supply. Two pylons on the Kintyre peninsula and many
cables on the island itself had fallen down due to the weight of
snow and ice, not an easy fix for the power people – as we waited
to board the ferry at Ardrossan, we saw a convoy of Scottish
Southern Energy vehicles disembark.

You might think
going to a place with no electricity or passable roads was daft,
but we’d monitored the news so felt confident power would be
restored and most roads cleared. Since we had also been thinking
about camping, having a roof over our heads and real beds in which
to slumber, even in a house with no electricity, still beat a hike
up some windy glen with a tent, and anyway, it might be a bit of an
adventure.

Getting to
Arran means passing through a small town called Ardrossan; like
Stranraer, it seems only to have one thing worth going there for –
a ferry port. (Stranraer doesn’t even have that any more.) The
houses on the road in look affluent and well-kept, but the town
centre itself is … well, someone from the back seat said ‘grey’ but
I’d say ‘beige’. The shops look run down and although I saw no
money shops or Cash Converters, it seemed odd that a town with such
good looking suburbs had such a shit town centre. As you move
toward the ferry port itself you see one obvious reason it had died
on its arse. I am often completely wrong, but I’d say organising
your town so all traffic to the ferry port has to pass along its
main street then putting an Asda with easy parking right next to
said ferry port might mean travellers would forgo stopping in the
town centre and head straight for the supermarket. I think we can
agree, supermarkets squatting on the outskirts tend to destroy town
centres – and so it has with Ardrossan.

Perhaps I’m
being harsh; there were people riding horses on the beach as we
came into Ardrossan and horses aren’t cheap to keep, so there must
be money in the area somewhere. Unless of course it’s so bad
they’ve regressed to a time before the motor car was invented?

The ferry port
was extremely busy; we’d booked our place on board and it is as
well we did. We had discussed taking a vehicle over because it is
not a cheap option; typically, the only slots available were the
most expensive. We decided not having transport would limit our
options on what we suspected might already be a trip with a
potentially high boredom quotient, however, so we bit the bullet
and paid up.

We all agreed
as we waited to be waved down the ramp into the belly of the ship
that we liked ferries. We also agreed it would be more fun if the
sea was quite rough; sadly it wasn’t, but it would have added a
certain tang to the journey. As it was, the conditions were calm.
(Malin – sea state; slight or moderate. Wind; south east backing
north east three or four, weather fair/visibility good, if you’re
at all bothered …) The most dangerous thing about this particular
crossing was being left penniless should you decide to visit the
gift shop aboard and buy, well, anything. I know passengers are a
captive audience, but only for fifty-five minutes; I was severely
tempted by a Caledonian MacBrayne fleece and cap combo, but I
didn’t have my financial advisor with me.

As you approach
Brodick you might think it is the main settlement on the island,
but it turns out it isn’t; the attractively named Lamlash gets that
award. Brodick has most of the shops, Lamlash has the bigger
population, although I imagine measuring the population on Arran is
difficult given the number of holiday homes there are. While
Brodick has the Co-operative supermarket, Lamlash has the island
high school. Brodick also lays claim to the cavernous Bilslands
market, (your one-stop shop for tourist tat and a cup of tea,
surrounded by wildly masticating OAPs) while Lamlash has the Arran
War Memorial Hospital (which is also home to the island’s A&E
facility). I suppose where Brodick is the smiling, slightly pimply
face of Arran – Lamlash is where the island’s admin gets done.

Coming off the
ferry and on to the A841, the road which circumnavigates the isle,
we turned left for Lamlash and the small settlement of Cordon just
beyond, which would be our base for the duration. The road climbs
inland over Clauchland point then descends into Lamlash and
Margnaheglish villages, with the arresting sight that is Holy Isle
out in Lamlash Bay.

Digressing
slightly, Holy Isle is home to the Centre for World Peace and
Health – a Buddhist retreat which offers courses and accommodation
for the hard core spiritualist, or for those who just want some
peace and quiet. If you decide to stay, you do need to abide by the
Five Golden Rules, which are as follows:

To respect life
and refrain from killing. (Fair enough.)

To respect
other people’s property and refrain from stealing. (Again, quite
reasonable.)

To speak the
truth and refrain from lying. (OK, although there may be
ramifications for the next rule.)

To encourage
health and refrain from intoxicants, including alcohol, drugs and
cigarettes. (See above.)

To respect
others and refrain from sexual activity that causes harm. (An
interesting twist on the 7th Scout Law: A Scout has
self-respect and respect for others. Perhaps the Scout Association
should adopt the final Golden Rule as its new 7th
Law?)

The Scout
Association generally won’t accept that young people have sex,
drink or use intoxicating substances. Official guidance for
leaders, if asked by a young person for advice or information is –
if asked, give them a list of other people to ask.

But I digress.
I think even I could cope with those rules; anyone who has stayed
in a Youth Hostel will know the true meaning of ‘rules’ – the
Centre for World Peace and Health sounds like a blast compared to
one of those gulags. Let me share an example with you now: while
staying in a Youth Hostel in Glencoe, signs in the bedrooms read:
‘Bed linen must be used on bunks, any sleeping bags found in rooms
will be removed’. Now I know why the sign was there, they didn’t
want sweaty Germans soiling the mattresses; plus, it costs money to
launder the bed packs we were given on arrival. (It actually felt a
bit like going to prison and being handed our prison clothes, but
never mind.) The point is, they didn’t want to have to wash linen
packs which hadn’t been used and they felt people wouldn’t be
adequately insulated from the rubber mattress by the thick, zipped
cocoon of a sleeping bag; only the finest – by which I mean
thinnest, most threadbare – sheet would do the job. I often find
myself apologising for being a miserable old git but you’ll get no
apology on this occasion; it was a stupid rule enforced by a stupid
person. The same stupid person also insisted that if we weren’t
back in our beds before midnight (and it wasn’t even a school
night) she’d lock the doors and we’d be forced to sleep outside. We
did make it back before midnight, then we sat up drinking into the
wee small hours with a German school teacher we’d met earlier.
Every now and again one of us would laugh a bit too gaily and our
gaoler would thrust her head round the door and glare at us
angrily; ironically, it was the German who suggested forming an
escape committee.

Anyway, no
whisky is allowed on Holy Isle, more’s the pity; I’d have thought
if you were trying to encourage spirituality some form of spirit
would be necessary.

So, on through
Lamlash Village past Arran high school, turning off the main road
onto the Cuddy Dook Road and into Cordon, where our home for the
weekend was situated. I should say, the location was perfect – just
a dozen houses, with a small static caravan park (twenty-odd units)
over a small river at the back of the garden; it was lovely. The
cottage itself was homely and welcoming, even although the power
had been off and it was quite cold. Over the days we were there I
became quite envious; it would be really nice to have a bolthole
like that to escape to. To be able to sit at the table in the
kitchen and peck away on the laptop (my lust for a rustic existence
isn’t quite complete), warmed by the wood burning stove and charmed
by the birds flitting around the feeder just outside the window
would be delightful. Less charming was the dead rat we found in the
back garden, that seventeen year old Finlay enjoyed poking with a
stick. Michael told us of a dead otter he and his dad found in the
same spot on a previous visit, which put me in mind of Edward
Woodward in The Wicker Man. I sincerely hoped I was not to
be sacrificed. I mean, I’m not pure; why not take one of the young
people instead? Finlay poked your rat; if any one deserves
sacrificing, it’s probably him.

It didn’t take
long to stow food and gear away, which left us with the afternoon
to fill. As well as ferries, we all agreed waterfalls were also
quite good and if there was one nearby, we should probably go and
look at it, which is what we did.

Glenashdale
Falls are south of Lamlash, just past the village of Whiting Bay.
They are accessed by a moderately difficult forest walk from sea
level, gaining 442ft, a height from which the Ashdale River then
falls 140ft to the plunge pool below. A viewing platform is
provided from which you can take photos or fling stones and tree
parts of various sizes into the abyss. Some people say nothing in
life is as sure as death and taxes, but I disagree; put a boy at
the top of a waterfall and he will throw things into it. If you
also put him in front of a fire, he will poke it with a stick and
do his very best to make it spread elsewhere, while claiming he’s
doing no such thing – death and taxes are predictable, but not as
predictable as boys.

The walk up was
as reported – moderately difficult – which is to say it had me
huffing in places. You have the option to loop back down to sea
level or continue to climb up to something temptingly called The
Giants’ Graves. Now, to clear things up, there was some debate
about whether this was a collection of giant graves or one giant
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