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‘Thoughtful and thought-provoking, a beguiling combination of travel writing, nature writing, social history and personal reflection’

Mail on Sunday

‘An intelligent and thoughtful book that will have you reaching for your boots. Hill offers learned and considered reflections on the consolations of retreat, simple living, of finding even temporary shelter when all outside is tempest. It is also a meditation on change: climate change, emotional growth and the unquenchable nostalgia for a past slipping ever further from view’

Cal Flyn, author of Islands of Abandonment

‘A warm, erudite work that neatly explores our relationship with wild landscapes and carefully considers our place within them’

New Statesman

‘A thoughtful exploration of what these remote outposts mean to their users’

Financial Times

‘Marvellous … It would be difficult to think of a subtler or more careful exploration of the wrinkles of modern life and modern nature, with all its traps, delights, delusions and possibilities’

Adam Nicolson, author of Life Between the Tides

‘An intelligent, enjoyable and highly original examination of humankind’s relationship with land, and with each other’

The Herald

‘A questing, atmospheric collection of meditations of the essential nature of bothy life. A book steeped in dubbin, wood smoke, lanolin and love of wild places, Kat Hill’s hymn to the humble highland hut will delight and inform armchair travellers, weekend walkers and veteran rough-stuffers alike’

Dan Richards, co-author of Holloway

‘You can’t imagine just how much I loved the book. The honesty, the curiosity, the celebration and exploration. All I wanted to do was to sneak under my covers and keep reading … the universality underneath the particularity is going to strike a chord with so many readers’

Sophie Howarth, author of Looking at Trees and co-founder of The School of Life
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This map was created by my dad for this book.




PROLOGUE

If you have never been to a bothy, let me tell you what to expect. You will walk there most likely, to a basic cottage in the countryside, having left your car at some far-flung spot in the Scottish Highlands or perhaps near a mountain in Wales. It’s almost a given you will have damp socks by the end of the walk, even if it’s dry. You will have decided what to bring with you, what to leave at home, and you will live and die by your choices when you get there, regretting that you forgot that packet of food and cheering that you remembered the whisky. You will be on the lookout for signs of activity as you approach to see if anyone is home. You will say you want to meet people and will be happy if you do but may also be quite glad if you have the place to yourself. You will push open the door, holler a greeting, get a reply or not. You will see one, if not all, of the following: 


• A stag’s skull collected from the surrounding area and placed as a totemic guardian.

• Some candles, tins, books, maps, etc. left by previous visitors.

• A collection of gas canisters, some empty, some full. 

• Coal/kindling/firelighters (if you are lucky).

• The bothy book, aka a visitor’s register. 



You will lay out your kit, light the fire, provided you have enough fuel. You will roll out your sleeping bag on the floor or sleeping platform, ready for when you want to crawl into bed and then you will decide what to do for the night without electricity, running water and a phone signal.

As the light dies you may step outside to stare up at the dark sky and the million stellar worlds above you, lulled to rest by wind or waves or wild sounds of the night.

And you’ll find comfort in doing this every time, in similar but different ways, in different places, possibly alongside others doing the same. 
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A sketch from Corrour bothy book from 1943.

To those for whom the call of the outdoors is strong, few things are more appealing than a hut in the wild, removed from the stresses of modern life. And who among us hasn’t talked about the desire to get away from it all? Bothies offer this in spades. They are basic mountain huts that provide shelter for walkers in the Scottish Highlands, Welsh mountains and English peaks free of charge, unbookable, and unlocked for any passer-by. They are simple structures, normally old farming buildings, stalking lodges or crofting cottages that sit in remote places, perhaps by a loch, or at the foot of a Munro. At best, they might have sleeping platforms, a working stove and a compostable toilet, at worst they are a simple room and four walls. 

No one quite knows where the word ‘bothy’ first came from, but it’s probably a corruption of vernacular words for hut, the Irish bothán or Scottish Gaelic bothag or bothan. It might also come from ‘booth’, whose archaic form meant a temporary dwelling woven from boughs, or from words intertwined with the history of summer shielings.[1] In 1777, naturalist John Lightfoot described how a dairymaid would lay protective rowan above the door of the ‘sheal boothy or summer-house’ to which she had driven the herds for summertime pasture.[2] By the nineteenth century, bothy cottages referred to the accommodation built for single estate workers, young men, who sang bothy ballads on cold nights. Highland Clearances and changing land use saw many of these abandoned, but bothies have been reclaimed by hikers who roam the hills. The word ‘bothy’ now signifies not a rural home, but a free shelter from the wind and the rain. Versions of this are found all over the world. Wilderness huts in Scandinavian forests, the autiotupa of Finland, Biwakschachtel on German mountains, or Adirondack lean-tos in upstate New York. But the most famous incarnations are the bothies of the Scottish Highlands. 

It’s a rough kind of shelter that the bothy provides but one I have come to love. Four years ago, I didn’t know much about bothies, although I was familiar with a few popular-culture references to them. I have a vivid memory of watching the film Under the Skin on a cold, dark December evening in my house in Oxford and feeling unsettled, joyless. Partly because of the movie, but also because I knew it was a disconsolate time in my life as my marriage began to fracture. Towards the end of the movie, Scarlett Johansson, playing an alien in human form, shelters in a bothy near Loch Lomond. I watched the scene and vaguely clocked the cabin in the woods, but little could I have guessed that bothies would provide me with a kind of shelter as I navigated the complicated path away from a life that was making me unhappy. 

For many years bothies have been providing respite for people. The place of bothies in walking culture was formalised after World War II as more and more people took to the mountains for leisure and for a break from their working lives. The bothy movement grew out of the increasing desire to get out into the hills that characterised parts of the twentieth-century tourism industry. The appeal of Scotland’s romantic landscape was already well established, but travel to the glens and mountains was initially the preserve of the rich. As travel became cheaper, it was possible for more people to get away from the grime and noise of the city. Dilapidated, run-down and empty cottages or shooting lodges had long been used for shelter by hikers, but many were falling into ruin. The Mountain Bothies Association (MBA), the charitable organisation that has become the custodian of many bothies, was formed by men and women who wanted to preserve these places for future generations, and in the later 1960s they began to renovate and look after the crumbling buildings. 

Tunkseen was Bothy Number 1. In the summer of 1965, as short nights stretched over the dark skies of Galloway in southern Scotland, Bernard Heath and friends gathered at Tunskeen. Bernard, the son of an engineers’ tool inspector and a tailor from Yorkshire, loved to roam the mountains with his friend Frank Goodwin, and they often made use of bothies and huts. The old farmhouse, Tunskeen, had fallen into disuse as a home in May 1939 but had been a makeshift shelter for hikers ever since. Wanting to maintain it for those to come, Heath and company made the abandoned home a useable refuge and out of this grew the MBA, Tunskeen its first official project.[3] A few months later forty or so people gathered in the Scout Hut and then in the Town Hall in Dalmellington, paid a 5-shilling sub, and drew up some rules.[4] Thus, the MBA and its code of rules was born, although they were a little more informal at this point. And here Bernard met a woman called Betty (short for Elizabeth) Taylor, starting a love affair that was to last their whole life. She was from a different world, educated at Wycombe Abbey and great-granddaughter of Johnnie Walker, but they shared a love of huts and hiking. Known lovingly as B&B to the bothy world, they married in 1970, and their relationship was always intertwined with the MBA and an enjoyment of outdoor adventures.[5]

There are now around 100 bothies in England, Wales and Scotland made habitable by the MBA, which is staffed by volunteers and funded by members, as well as several non-MBA and unofficial bothies. As an organisation, the MBA formalised what had long been common practice – finding places of shelter for those who wanted to get out into the mountains. From these humble beginnings, bothying has evolved into a favoured pastime for keen walkers in the Highlands and beyond. It’s a passionate community that thrives on fellowship, walking, songs and a love of mountains, but also has its fair share of conflicts. 

This community is also growing. Bothies used to be a fairly well-kept secret, but in recent years the passion for bothying has exploded. Guides, blogs and a book known as The Scottish Bothy Bible, written by Geoff Allan, have made them more and more accessible, much to the disappointment of some traditionalists.[6] The Bothy Bible was published with the OK of the MBA and is a travel guide of sorts for anyone wanting to have a go at bothying, with details of routes, access, water and firewood sources and short histories of each bothy. No longer do you have to plot coordinates on a map, possibly acquired by word of mouth. You can simply put the name of your bothy into a mapping app. They still sit in wild, beautiful, windswept locations surrounded by nature, embedded in landscapes with deep pasts, but modernity increasingly impinges on this wildness and the bothies themselves.

Bothies intrigued me immediately. I wondered what bound this community that cares about and for a particular place, who seem to reject the shackles of modernity for a moment and who are entangled with questions about humanity’s relationship to wilderness and the non-human world.

You might like the idea of shelter that the bothy provides or you might not. But we’ve all needed shelter some time from rain or wind, from the dark, or from stress, from arguments at home, or a job you hate. For me, bothies were intertwined with finding a space for myself again in my life and career. In the small, enclosed comfort they provide, they gave me respite from more than the weather. 

I thought, perhaps like a lot of people at 30, that I had it all sorted. Out of the ups and downs of my twenties, I was in a successful permanent academic job as a historian of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, I was married, I owned a house with a garden, I had and still have a loving family – three wonderful siblings who are always there, and caring, encouraging, gentle parents – and I had a hobby that I adored which took me all over the world to compete. Brazilian jiu-jitsu, by the way, if you are interested.

But then everything went pear-shaped. Things started to crumble as I commuted from Oxford, where we lived, to Norwich, where I worked. Exhausted, uncertain and cramped by the vision of domestic life that stretched before me, cracks appeared. And one day on the train back from Norwich, I decided I couldn’t go back to the home I shared with my husband. What followed was a tumultuous decade. It included wonderful things – travelling to amazing cities, martial arts titles around the world, new friends, academic success. But it also was a time of divorce, heartbreak, depression and dislocation. The refuge I sought after I left my husband was into the arms of a narcissistic partner where there was no comfort to be found. I sought rest in being too busy and filling my head with the noise of competing, working and achieving. I sought shelter by running away, and I have moved fourteen times in eight and half years. My respite, too, was hurting myself, and the scars I bear will for ever be pale silver reminders of that time. But with every attempted escape, I failed again and again to break free from a toxic, damaging relationship that broke me down a little bit more each day we were together. All the while I had the nagging, unshakeable, guilty knowledge that the work I was doing and the life I was living were never going to make me happy. 

And then I found bothies. As the new decade dawned, I ventured out into the Scottish landscape and sought shelter in four simple walls. Over the coming few years I would go back again and again to places in the mountains and by the coast, and following my nose as a historian, I was delighted to be digging into the archival record. I searched for records, reports, any documentary traces. In simple huts and hideouts, I read about these stories from the past and made my own.

I don’t want to give the impression I went on one bothy trip to Scotland, found the wild and it set the world to rights. Life is rarely that neat, and it is unfair to expect that landscapes can suddenly heal us in those dramatic ways that we sometimes demand. But I am also surprised how quickly things can change and how life can shift. We felt that in terrible ways during Covid, when the world shut down and our accustomed methods of moving and making disappeared. But as I started to explore bothies, I found a place to talk about all those things that inspired my mind, a place to know the simple, warm company of people who liked me just as I was, a place to experience things I wanted, and a place to dream about what I might want the world to be like if I could wave a magic wand in a time of environmental crisis. I began to connect the fragments of the life that I desired, mismatched pieces that I had been gathering slowly but had never quite been able to fit together. It wasn’t some immediate recovery, but in the small space of the bothy, every time I went, I began to put the bits together again. 

Deep down I love bothies because of where they are, and because I wanted to connect with places and with the living world in ways that I couldn’t quite remember by the time I was 30. I grew up in Shropshire, always out in fields and climbing trees, but my adult life for so long had been in cities, commuting on trains and pounding streets. Amidst rising dissatisfaction with the demands that academia was putting on me and my purpose in that career, as well as concern about how to respond to the challenges of the Anthropocene, I felt the need to do something ‘environmental’, though I didn’t know what. After all, the stories we tell in the Anthropocene will shape the world to come, and as a historian, I had a sense of duty to engage with our environmental pasts, presents and futures. Somehow, I wanted to help build shared futures, shared stories. I toyed with starting teaching businesses that had something vaguely to do with nature, doing my biology A Level and running from the path I had chosen. In my spare time that didn’t exist, I embarked on and completed an MA in Environmental Humanities. Before Covid hit, I was all set to write a field-changing book on Mennonites, non-conformist religious communities going back to early modern Europe but now most commonly associated with rural America. I had a massive grant to do so. But I turned it down. 

Instead, I decided I wanted to write a book about bothies and the communities they create, in conversation with the environmental challenges our contemporary world faces. Bothies lured me in, and they are often in undeniably beautiful places. Many people are drawn to them by that sense of wild escape. But wilderness is a controversial ideal in environmentalism, a utopia. No places in the world remain untouched by human impact. Critics of the term argue it promotes an unrealistic idea about visions for the wild, and it places humans outside the natural world, as observers of wilderness. I was intrigued by bothies too because they hint at the conflict between our desire to preserve something isolated and wanting to encourage a love of those places through visiting. It is not lost on me that I raise questions about the commercialisation of the wild, but this is itself a commercial book. Instagram and social media are filled with problematic and overly romantic visions of remoteness, and yet there’s no denying that bothies are often in simply stunning places. To be able to hold this truth while not idealising places that are living, working landscapes is important. We need to discuss what this tension means, and how we might usefully engage with the love of wild places, how we go about living with and in nature. The bothy community idealises the wild at times, but it also creates connection in a world that laments the destruction of nature and growing disconnection. 

Some people feel that pull of the outdoors keenly amidst the pace of the modern world, and they seek retreat from its noisy demands. I know the apparent simplicity of everything you do in a bothy made me feel at peace. My particular anxiety comes from rejection or silent treatment, the legacy of a destructive relationship, so being out of signal or, indeed, interacting with people who you may never know again feels oddly soothing to me. I remember distinctly how I sought a respite from the stresses of life, as so many bothiers do. That sense of walking away from the world into the wild draws together this community of bothy dwellers. So many of us have felt that instinct to escape from modernity, even if just for a moment. I don’t want to idealise the bothy life and the desire for retreat as a solution to all ills. But bothy culture allows us to examine the appeal and value of a simpler way of being, as well as the problems it throws up. It says something about the contemporary world that we want to get away from it, that we feel we gain by losing something, by replacing driving with walking, WhatsApp with talking, even when we indulge in romantic, nostalgic views of a simpler past.

It also might seem a little odd to seek shelter in damp, old cottages. Bothying is quite a peculiar activity, and it draws in particular people, but in that shared oddness is community. The comfort of people and community matters for so many people in these small spaces, as it mattered for me. I remember stopping off once in a café in north Edinburgh, and I noticed the Bothy Bible sitting on the side. 

‘Are you bothy fans?’ I asked the young woman behind the counter, who was running her hand under cold water after scalding it making coffee.

She said the book was the owner’s, and she’d done a few, with them and with friends. Jura was next on her list, with some hikes thrown in. 

We chatted about the pros and cons, the best times of year (she said February/March and October/November, as it was quieter) and what happens when it all goes tits up, as it often does. 

‘Still, it’s great craic!’ she said.

I nodded in agreement.

Community is something we all seek but sometimes fail to find, and bothies allow an exploration of what it is that binds people together. Songs, stories and legends grow up around bothies. They are restored by many hands, and some have been renovated in memory of people (Hutchison Memorial Hut in Coire Etchachan was built in honour of Arthur Gilbertson Hutchison who died in a climbing accident in 1949). They become places for fellowship and kindness, with conversations over fires or messages in bothy books. We all crave human connection in some way. We scan social media apps, pack into bars, chatter endlessly, but yet so often feel alone in the emptiness of a blank city. Or maybe that’s just me. But out here, in relative isolation, that loneliness seemed to melt away. Wanderers brought together find a sense of community which makes you feel at ease even when you are meeting for the first time. Yet there are also plenty of arguments and conflict too about how to behave, what to bring and what proper bothying looks like. There’s a formal MBA code of responsible use but also more informal rules about behaviour – it’s debatable whether playing music on your phone is in the spirit of a bothy, for example. Bothies also seem to offer equality of access to the outdoors, as these are free, open spaces, but seen critically, the traditional bothy with its stripped-back outdoor aesthetic can often feel masculine and exclusionary, with an emphasis on macho feats of daring-do. Simply put, more men than women use bothies, certainly when doing it alone. I never felt unwelcome or unsafe, but I sometimes encountered surprised faces if I turned up at a bothy by myself. There are also very few people of colour who use bothies, a problem that extends to access to nature and the outdoor world more broadly. I may be a woman in a masculine world, but I speak as a middle-class white visitor and with all the privilege that brings. Bothying offers only one idea of simple or sustainable living that can reinforce a problematic notion of the wilderness. And the communities who use bothies and the land they sit on often disagree with one another.

These places, the people and the landscape are at the heart of this book. It is their story, not mine really. I move through them and explore, but this experience may be different for you – I hope it is. It would be a boring world if we all did things in the same way. On the journey, you will meet many characters who come and go: my good friends, bothy visitors past and present, animals and birds, the rocks and rivers, and of course the bothies themselves. 

These huts reveal the potential and problems that surround humanity’s relationship with place and the living world. Bothies are built around a critique of modernity and a love of landscapes, and respond, knowingly and unknowingly, to questions of environmental change, calls for sustainable living, and debates over land use. The bothy ethos comes with its own troubles. Yet in that debate, in the spaces between understandings and misunderstandings, there is a hopeful future. Popularity and awareness of places do not have to result in commercialisation and destruction, and if we want to build futures where more people care about preserving places, we need people to have an engaged, critical, nurturing relationship with those environments. As somewhere set aside from the conventional rhythm of the contemporary world, perhaps the bothy allows a space for exploring this. 

As for my part in this, I am the new generation of bothier. I even have a copy of the Bothy Bible. I haven’t been doing it for years as some people have, I am a good hiker but not an outdoor expert, nor a Munroist (A Munro, in case you don’t know, and I didn’t at first, is a mountain in Scotland over 914.4 m.) I am never entirely sure if I have all the right gear (although, who is ever sure?). And though I love bothies, I wouldn’t call myself a hardcore bothier deep in the inner fold. I haven’t done enough, although I don’t really know what number counts as enough, and, much to my shame, have done very few in tough, winter conditions and suffered for the privilege of sitting in front of a fire. Covid lockdowns made escapes over difficult winters impossible, and even when we could travel again, my work schedule as an academic – working up until almost Christmas, marking over the break, researching furiously and returning early in January – has never allowed a decent winter trip. As any teacher knows, you also succumb to every illness possible as soon as the adrenaline-fuelled rush of the term disappears. 

Bothies arrived in my life when I needed a sense of connection to people and place in a way which I was desperately missing. It would be the simplest thing in the world to say that this is a book about I how got up and walked away from my worries into the wild, into recovery. That I struggled through the pain of difficult journeys of mud and rain and mountain, and in the suffering steps found peace. That I came to rest in the rough refuge of the stone walls of a bothy. It would be simple, but it would also be misleading. Bothies offered me access to inspiring places, time to think, human warmth and encounters with non-human worlds. There was a way in which my focus and priorities shifted through these experiences, but it was not a Damascene revelation, rather a slow, gentle reorientation that is in keeping with bothies. When I look back, it makes sense, of course, that I found bothies, as stories always do when we tell them in reverse. It’s never that simple, and accounts of suffering and shelter not so tidy. And anyway, I don’t want this be a tale of sadness because it’s not, it’s one of hope.

Life is not one thing or the other, not purely up or entirely down. I found bothies as I was learning that the hard way, and as I processed the experience, I turned often to one of my favourite poems, Louis MacNeice’s ‘Entirely’. It ends:

And if the world were black or white entirely

And all the charts were plain

Instead of a mad weir of tigerish waters,

A prism of delight and pain,

We might be surer where we wished to go 

Or again we might be merely

Bored but in brute reality there is no

Road that is right entirely.

The words make me consider a way of navigating the ‘tigerish waters’ of my own life, as well as our response in the current moment of change and environmental crisis. Both have to be able to contain hope and anxiety, loss and gain, fear and love. And I may not solve all the world’s problems in the simple shelter of a hut, but it’s one place to start. 






ONE | CADDERLIE

Stories, Songs

It was the bothy books that got me really hooked. That and the idyllic location next to a beautiful loch. The joyous company. But it was a lot to do with the books. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising: as a historian, I love a document. Battered and worn, some with pages ripped out, the books signed by bothy visitors and left in the buildings are a particular kind of archive. Standing in fresh morning air in Cadderlie bothy, I flicked through the stories on the pages. Little drawings. Poems. Short, factual records of the number of Munros ‘bagged’. And bagging them, or getting to the top, is a big deal. Narratives of people at a particular time in a particular place. The bothy is a space that lets people tell tales out of the ordinary, of wild adventures, but also of simple pleasures and fellowship. I didn’t know yet I wanted to write this book, so now I am kicking myself for not taking better notes on the Cadderlie entries or for snapping pics. It’s the historian’s impulse, I guess, to archive the archive. Yet I also quite like the fact I can only rely on fuzzy memories, probably idealised, but all the more enticing for the gaps they leave. 

Cadderlie was the beginning of my bothy adventure, but it’s been multiple things to different people, from a lovers’ hideout to a working farm. Many histories and many meetings are braided around this one place. As I walked away from the bothy, I formulated a plan for more trips, more walks, a project on bothies and their archives. I mulled over the bothy books, and I imagined what stories we could tell of the people on those pages, of the landscape and the building, the loch and the burn, or even of the socks drying over the fire. What pungent tales might they reveal. 

I rushed to find out all I could about these places with rich histories and wild environments. Here was the beginning of a story. My story. One among many. 

[image: ]

Cadderlie’s bothy book photographed on a return trip in 2023. 

The journey started with a daring suggestion on a bright afternoon in Oxford, pretty far away from the Scottish Highlands. During a meet-up with friends on the scrubby grass of Port Meadow, Rich was regaling us with tales of a bothy trip he had made the previous year with a friend. 

‘Fancy coming next time?’ he said. 

‘Of course!’ I replied. 

And so it began. A whirlwind initiation, and not long after, three of us were on our way to Cadderlie – Rich, me and Charlie. The excitement of adventure as I discovered bothies was all bound up with a time of happiness, promise and anxiety that I remember well as I finally began to free myself from the destructive relationship that had trapped me for so long. There’s a strange paradox when it comes to experiences like this, living a life that you know is hurting you and is damaging. You think it would be easy to walk away when you realise that, but you get addicted to the cycle of the pain and the glory, especially with a narcissist. Yet at the beginning of this year something had shifted. I started exploring things for myself, I embarked on new relationships, and then Covid forced me to be removed from London and his presence, finally leaving me space to rebuild myself. Decamping to Bath from London with my friend Zofia, I prised myself away from weary rhythms of sadness, wrote poems about flowers and insects that were just for me, walked through the Somerset fields at dawn and dusk, and embarked on adventurous trips to mountains. As we rushed up to Scotland, I felt like a new page was being turned in my life. 

Every bothy has its own story – the most remote, the secret one, the bothy with the best view, the oldest bothy, the tiniest bothy. This title goes to Grwyne Fawr, in the Black Mountains, situated by the reservoir of the same name. Also, incidentally, called ‘the horrible bothy’ by some because of its cramped conditions and rather grim walls.[1] Luibeilt bothy near Fort William, now a ruin, is supposed to be home to haunted horrors and uncanny happenings, so terrifying that two young men who visited in 1973 could not bear to stay until the morning.[2] We love a good tale. It’s often said that we humans are storytelling creatures who seek to make meaning out of the tales we tell, not only in fictions or dramas, but in the stories we narrate to and about ourselves, whether in dreams or glossy commercials. As literary scholar Jonathan Gottschall writes, ‘We may leave the nursery, with its toy trucks and dress-up clothes, but we never stop pretending.’[3] What’s known as ‘the narrative turn’ has highlighted the power of stories in all forms of social research, campaigning, advocacy, business, politics and policy, and as a historian, I am familiar with the power of narrative that can include or obfuscate, that can make sense where there seems to be little.[4]

There’s an essay I return to often that I remember encountering as an undergraduate, Hayden White’s ‘The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality’ in his book The Content of the Form. A historian and literary critic, White questions whether reality is truly represented in seemingly objective historical accounts. Discourses make sense not because they are an unmediated representation of reality but because they conform to moral and aesthetic frameworks that give them coherence. Events never just speak for themselves. What struck me most as an 18-year-old student was the list of dates that White presents from a medieval chronicle called the Annals of Saint Gall.[5] There seems to be no arc, no story in the bare list of dates, but even here there is a type of narrative: in the decision to count according to the Divine time of Anni domini, to record years even when the entry is empty, to rank violence and battles alongside floods and natural disasters as things that seem to happen to people rather than focusing on human agency. In the blankness and the flatness there is a narrative of prophetic unfolding.

Stories have power, but whose stories we tell, and how, matters, especially now in a time of environmental crisis and social conflict. What do we do with stories that are not human? How do we narrate deep-time narratives and global tales of climatic breakdown or ecological damage? How shall we tell narratives that are fragmentary, disparate or hidden? What do we do with narratives about our own lives when they seem to lack meaning or logic, and when we can’t make sense of what’s happened to us? I often struggle with this as I try to fit together the ways my own life has unfolded. But maybe that’s why White’s essay still speaks to me. I think what I liked most about it was the way it conjured the power of imagination to understand gaps and absence. We impose meaning, even in the face of apparent chaos. This can of course be dangerous, and we should be wary of the fictive creations or stories that just reinforce the hierarchies or harm of our world.

But I am convinced too that the way we tell stories about our pasts, presents and futures and about living worlds is central to how we meet the complex crises of our time, which often seem to defy understanding. Reality is real but we cannot comprehend it fully, know it fully. The more we try to approach it, the more it recedes from view. Climate change is what philosopher Timothy Morton calls a ‘hyperobject’, something distributed in vast ways across time and space, and which we can’t quite grasp in its totality.[6] We only see its footprints. We may know ecological catastrophe is at hand, but we struggle to believe it will truly occur. Philosopher Slavoj Žižek talks about this paradoxical gap between knowledge and belief, and this applies to individuals as well as cultures.[7] On a personal level I may know that I have not failed or messed up, but I don’t always feel that way. It’s the stories we are telling that create these truths. So, imagination and empathy must shape our responses as we face crises – personal and societal – if we are to truly believe and feel what we think we know about the world, about others or about ourselves. 

After driving across to Glencoe from Edinburgh, we spend the morning racing up one of the most iconic Munros in Scotland, rising through the rain and mist that shrouds Buachaille Etive Mòr. Lunch is a hasty affair beneath the wet, pale sun breaking through clouds that illuminate the flat emptiness of Rannoch Moor. The peak is its shepherd. Huddling in a bowl of stone at the top of the mountain, I soon forget the wind and cold as I munch on oatcakes and a cereal bar. We carry on to the shores of Loch Etive, park up the car and eagerly set off. I am a novice, and it is only Rich and Charlie’s second bothy trip, but we feel fully prepared for the bothy with stove, kit, pans, lighters, wood and rations. As we start our walk along the edge of the loch, are bodies are beginning to feel our earlier exertions, but excitement at seeing my first bothy overrides any aches or pains. 

Cadderlie’s stories are many and varied. It lies on the shores of Loch Etive, a sea loch that stretches almost 32 km from its head at Gualachulain to the sea at Connel. Here, the Falls of Lora rise every year, white crests of water swirling in a race that forms when the spring tides rush through the mouth of the loch. Scholar and folklorist John Francis Campbell said you could hear them roar even 19 km away on the Isle of Lismore.[8] The bothy building goes back only 100 years, but a rich history of settlement and community stretches much further. Cadderlie has been the setting for tales of monks and clan leaders, farmers and hikers.

You could tell how it offered sanctuary for Deirdre, the tragic protagonist drawn from the canon of Irish legends known as the Ulster Cycle. She fled Ireland with the three sons of Uisneach, one her beloved, running from a king who wished them dead and from a fate that followed her.[9]

You perhaps would have encountered Robert the Bruce who, so rumour told, laid his head here after the Battle of the Pass of Brander in 1308.[10]

You could imagine the pilgrims who rested here, long before wet, weary hikers sought out the bothy. A further 12 km up the coast of the loch lie the ruins of Ardchattan Priory. Almost 800 years ago, monks of the now obsolete Valliscaulian order retreated into the quiet of the sanctuary built by Duncan MacDougall.[11] From 1230 until 1602, when the Protestant Reformation brought an end to their community, the monks lived a life of strict simplicity, housed in small cells, without possessions, keeping no sheep, farming no crops, devoted only to God.[12]

You might tell of the farmers who once lived in the hamlet or clachan of Cadderlie from the sixteenth century onwards after it was sold to the Campbells, tenant farmers such as the MacIntyres, MacLeans and MacColls. The area was profitable agricultural territory for Clan Campbell for 500 years. On the land, cattle grazed, always a tempting target for rustlers. On the water, the Loch Etive Trading Co., essentially a Campbell smuggling operation, moved tobacco and other luxury goods along the west coast.[13]

Perhaps in the nineteenth century, you could have stopped off on a tour of the Highlands, alongside travellers like William and Dorothy Wordsworth, Romantics who produced effusive accounts of the wild beauty of a land whose ‘poorest huts are halls’.[14] Their words have shaped popular imaginations of the Highlands ever since. Not far from the small hamlet was the busy ferry crossing at Bonawe. You might have stood on the shore with Dorothy as she boarded a vessel following the ferryboat to the head of the River Awe. It was conveying a collection of men and women whom she described unsympathetically as ‘obstinate beggars’. A romantic sight, she commented, although their ‘smutty faces and tinker equipage serve chiefly for a passport to a free and careless life’.[15]

By 1930, you would tell the story of a community that was dying, fading. The buildings started to crumble as people left in search of new lives, with only one structure still roofed and habitable. Finally, in 1948 Cadderlie was abandoned as a permanent home, though the present bothy provided shelter for journeying shepherds and artists.[16]

And in 1994, when it was taken over by the Mountain Bothies Association, you might have written your own story in a bothy book. 

But not all Cadderlie’s stories are human ones. 

It sits beside waters that are home to otters and seals, as well as elasmobranchs (a subclass consisting of cartilaginous fish) such as spurdog sharks. These aquatic predators have the typical submarine snout and wide, dead-eyed stare of all sharks. Slow to reproduce and long-lived, spurdog are vulnerable to overfishing and are listed as Vulnerable on the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List.[17] They swim alongside salmon, trout and a wide variety of shellfish that attract migrating birds. Below the loch’s mirror-like surface, benthic worlds support diverse organisms which can withstand the pressure of the water stacked above them.[18] Cadderlie’s four walls are nestled into a band of ancient sessile oaks and birch, and the woods around the loch are full of ash and rowan, with an understorey of hazel. The branches and rocks drip with bryophytes (specifically mosses, liverworts and hornworts that absorb water and nutrients from the air) and other epiphytes (plants or organisms such as lichen that grow on the surface of other plants or objects). They thrive in a bioclimatic zone favourable to the temperate rainforests that once existed in large swathes across the UK.[19]

Cadderlie is on the shores of a loch channelled out by glaciers as they retreated from Scotland, a geological footprint left in the Earth’s crust. Pumice that spewed from volcanoes forms the walls of the loch at its western limit, giving way to steely granite ramparts to the east. Cadderlie itself is on a minor fault line, molten rock bubbling below. The creep of the Earth’s crust pushed out fingers of rock to form the mountains of Ben Starav and Ben Cruachan at the head of Loch Etive. Cooling magma became trapped on its slow rise to the surface, working according to timescales that are slower, deeper and stranger than those of human existence.[20] It’s an entangled, living world of rock, water and green, but everywhere with the telltale imprint of human activity. As we set out on the path to the bothy, it is an unpromising start for a journey into wilderness. Slag heaps belonging to the Bonawe Quarry tower in charcoal and ashen grey mounds.[21] The mined innards of the mountains are being mixed into concrete and asphalt to pave the city streets.

A low-slung, dark building rises out of the grey-green fog of the lochside as the roar of the Cadderlie burn rings in our ears. A column of smoke meanders from the chimney as we approach, packs on our backs, legs heavy from a day of hiking, our feet sticking in the cloying mud. The signs of habitation mean we are not the first to enter the bothy that evening. Some apprehension and excitement accompany our steps to the door. We won’t be alone, and we are about to enter the community of fellow travellers who call the little cottage home for the night. Pushing the door as Rich yells hello, we cross the threshold, past the leering stag skull placed there like a ghoulish bouncer. 

The windows glow with the steam of warmth against cold panes. The sounds are those of the crackling flames, roaring winds and water, and the musty smell of damp wood and drying clothes fills our nostrils. There are already six people in the traditional but and ben bothy (the name for a two-chamber dwelling with an inner and outer room). A welcoming group who offer firewood and greetings, they are also kind and considerate and leave our group to the privacy of the but. 

The men and women do not all know each other but are strangers thrown together in sojourn who now gather in happy communion around a fire with music, dogs and song. Half-glimpsed faces emerge from the flames and twilight, like the indistinct visage of Christ in Rembrandt’s first depiction of His appearance to two disciples on the road to Emmaus. In the half-light of the flickering candles, the men do not recognise their resurrected Saviour until He breaks the bread over the table.[22] I’m not religious, but this biblical tale has always appealed to me. There’s something comforting about the way in which journeys are often filled with chance encounters of recognition and fellowship, of welcome in places you don’t expect if you look past the shadows. 

A temporary interloper into the Highlands, I am now a very small part of Cadderlie’s story and it’s part of mine. As soon as I returned from my expedition, I was eager to recall every moment of the journey to friends and family. Dramatic details were expanded in the slippery process of recollection as I elaborated or romanticised. Recounting tales of the bothy experience is part of the deal. Bothies are deeply embedded in a narrative culture of stories told and retold, round fires, in pubs and on blogs. And these stories mean something. Stories are what make us care, impel us to act, cause us to speak up. They create connections between people and places, and across time. We pass meaning across generations through retelling collective remembrances of pasts we could never know ourselves. Stories that we are yet to finish allow us to envision the futures we want to create. 

That first night in Cadderlie, our neighbouring occupants have brought instruments, accompanying the dying light of the fire in the bothy with song. They are no Gaelic bards, but the jaunts are merry. Songs are one of the oldest forms of communal storytelling, a way of recording histories, recounting memories and myths, and brightening dark nights with the sounds of fellowship. Many of the great heroic legends, from the Song of Roland, an eleventh-century Frankish epic poem, to the German saga the Nibelungenlied, would have been told in verses and melodies, passed down by word of mouth. Virgil’s Aeneid opens with the famous line ‘I sing of arms and the man’.

In Gaelic history, perhaps the most famous bard is Ossian. He is also an imaginative fiction who sprung from the head of James Macpherson in the eighteenth century. Macpherson probably preserved real fragments of Gaelic oral culture, but then attributed them to the mythical blind bard, to give his stories credit and to imitate the epic tradition of Homer. Made-up though he may be, Ossian’s popularity was widespread, the poems and verses published by Macpherson in the 1760s sparking a Romantic revival.[23] 

There’s a link with Cadderlie too. One poem in Fingal, a cycle published in 1761 telling of the eponymous noble warrior, describes a conflict on the shores of Loch Etive. The Battle of Lora narrates how the Scandinavian King Erragon was slain by the Gaul Morni at the Battle of Lora.[24] Macpherson was probably imagining a scene beside the tidal waters of Etive. In 1801 François Gérard’s oil painting of the bard conjuring spirits captured Ossian in a moment of intense passion. His eyes are downturned, fingers straining at the strings of his harp, while a host of ethereal beings bathed in a green glow like quicklime gather on the banks.[25] Churning waters below could very well be the Falls of Lora. The places of the Fingal legends were associated with Loch Etive, and Ossian is now part of the cultural geography of the place. Take a walk across the Moss of Achnacree and you will see a collection of burial cairns, one named Ossian’s Cairn, which was excavated by R. Angus Smith in 1871.[26] There’s also Ossian’s Cave in Glencoe, and if you had visited Loch Etive in the nineteenth century, you could have enjoyed the view from the comfort of a luxury saloon steamer named Ossian. With the pride typical of the Victorians when it came to feats of engineering, the Scotsman reported that she was ‘built of iron, is 121 feet in length, 16 feet in breadth, and 9 feet depth of hold, and is to be fitted with engines of 150 horse-power’.[27] 

Through reconstructed fragments, Macpherson conjured a lone male genius in place of stories that were told by ordinary people, men and women whose voices were recorded by other collectors such as John Francis Campbell but who are often hidden in grand epics. Tales told in the songs of working labourers are intertwined with the history of bothies. When young men working on landed estates lived in the bothy buildings attached to farms, the nineteenth-century bothy ballad emerged as a distinct style, although it has become most closely associated with Aberdeenshire rather than the Northwest Highlands. Satirical lines reflect upon the labours and loves of farmworkers. They would not have been written down, as is so often the way with popular refrains, but sung to known tunes on pipe and fiddle. Bothies were spaces that brought men together where they could narrate their worlds.[28] Altogether humbler than the epics of the Romantics, the ballads tell of a different type of relationship with the land, a different type of belonging. The Ossian poems were central to the eighteenth-century idealisation of place; the bothy ballads were part of a popular culture of work and masculinity on the farmed land. 

Laughter resounds and friendships are forged in Cadderlie the night we are there. Song is a way of drawing people closer because it’s easy to do together. You can sing something you know or set new words to a familiar melody, an easy rhythm that allows others to join in. In 2000 a few members of the Dundee University Rucksack Club (DURC) collected songs they had sung together on trips of adventure into an informal ‘bothy songbook’. A long-standing student group, the DURC was formed in 1923 to ‘further the interests of the members in all matters appertaining to mountaineering, hill climbing, camping, tramping and similar open-air past times’.[29] Tunes old and new are in the DURC songbook, now housed in the archive at the University of Dundee.[30] It recollects nights ‘singing and rejoicing’, encouraging readers to hope that ‘your beards never grow short and your wits never run dry (or your hip flasks too)’, and it’s a book made through collaboration and sharing. Mixed in are folk classics, typical end-of-the-night songs, Monty Python verses, Gaelic melodies and tunes that evoke the love of the wild and wandering in other places. Only the lyrics appear on the page, but that’s generally all that’s needed as I try to make out the soundscape of a DURC bothy night, though a few tunes are less familiar. The absence of notes is a reminder that these are songs that live in memory and people. I can imagine the DURC members sitting together and raising a song, sharing tales, swapping quotes. 

As we fall asleep in Cadderlie after our sodden journey, we can hear the sounds of merriment from the ben. It is a comforting murmur against the backdrop of the wind and rain that has slowly grown in intensity.

The next morning, pushing open the door to let in the morning drizzle, we are greeted by scrabbling footsteps as an excited pug careens into the room. The owner soon follows, Bothy Jim, who is keen to know why we have come and to share his story as an experienced bothier. If you go to a bothy and meet fellow travellers, you will almost inevitably be asked a little bit about who you are and how you got there. 

[image: ]

Extract from the 2023 Cadderlie bothy book. 

Modern bothy visitors to Cadderlie might not have tales to tell of kings, war and exiled love, but they share accounts of daring feats or of the simple pleasures of walking. On the blank pages of bothy books, ordinary men and women dramatise their adventures. Sometimes it’s done with humour, such as someone’s sketch of imagined renovations for Corrour bothy as a gigantic castle. (This famous bothy, situated along the Lairig Ghru pass in the Cairngorms, has been in use for decades and the archived books which date back to the 1920s are particularly rich.) Sometimes there’s pretension. One man who visited Corrour in 1948, Leslie B. Bartlett, provided smatterings of Gerard Manley Hopkins and the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám in his entries.[31] People write themselves into specific locations, and as they take pen to paper, they become connected to a wider world of travellers and wilderness huts. 

People compose these stories for themselves, but also for others. The entries in a bothy book are meant to be read, although you don’t know by whom. In the summer of 1928, a poem, ‘In Memoriam’, was scribbled into the Corrour book. We don’t know the author: the sign-off at the bottom is merely ‘By Gone Before’. Our author addresses anyone who happens to come upon this ‘Home of Peace and Light’ and tells the fable-like tale of three travellers – a sentimental clerk, a doleful chemist, and a student – who find shelter in the bothy. Three faint little pencil figures march across the opposite page, tracing ghostly tracks. The author (the student) nodded to future visitors, wishing them well. 

Now therefore think, when passing by,

Of we three who, until we die;

Will think with tenderest thoughts and pure,

Of our sojourn in fair Corrour.[32]

Like the anonymous poet of these lines, when you write on those damp pages, you lose ownership of the words. It’s a given that they will become entertainment for countless future readers on cold bothy nights, so make them good. James Cunningham from Birmingham, after a lengthy entry in the Corrour book in 1939, signed off with ‘Cheerio my public’.[33] 

Whether turning the page in a dark bothy after a wet walk or carefully leafing through volumes left in bothies a hundred years ago and now in archives, I love the books. I think it’s the way that they try to capture fleeting memories and ephemeral encounters. You come to a bothy for a moment but
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