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Introduction

STARTING OUT


 



It was late. I got to Suffolk from London well after dark. I was tired. I was only there to pick up my canoes and load my stuff and we had a long trip ahead. I also needed to pick up my driver, a quasi-recalcitrant eighteenth-century manservant called Paul, plus a semi-amphibious chocolate Labrador called Cadbury, and a minor department store of clothing smothered in plastic toggles and logos. But I found someone had parked a grotesque and silly 4×4 SUV in front of my gate.

I conscientiously worked myself up into a state of proprietorial outrage before I realised that this was in fact my own, new, rivers-expedition vehicle, selflessly loaned to me by a major car firm.

It was a blockish, purple, four-wheel-driven tin shed on wheels. Admittedly it seemed to have less room inside than it promised outside, like an exo-Tardis. In the front there were two over-large armchairs for fat men to watch football matches, and, in the back, well, pretty much nothing at all except brick-thick walls and a sofa, but I rather liked it. Usually I would have despised the thing but with the key in my hand I changed my mind.

Mind you, there was hardly room for my stuff, and none at all for Paul. Paul is a “medical giant”. This is the official designation for a person over six foot six inches tall. Paul is two inches into the category. He gets a grant from the government for his shoes. And no doubt he intended to bring his shoes. There was going to be no room for me at all if we took the dog.

We were taking the dog. This was more impulsive TV behaviour. I thought he would prick his ears and look winsome for important cut-aways. But as I walked on towards the house I began to recall, too late, what sharing a small hotel with a big dog can be like. He gets over-excited, wakes up in the middle of the night and licks any naked hands or feet that hang out from under the duvet. Damn.

We meant to sleep in a tent some of the time. Would he want to come inside? Is it legal to leave a dog overnight in a car? If you leave the windows open and let robbers steal it, will he protect it? He won’t bark at robbers. Can I fit the car with a letterbox? I went to bed.

I was starting my voyage from my house overlooking the estuary of the Stour not far from Ipswich. The mud that eventually reaches the water begins a few short yards from my back door. If I planned the tide accurately I would be able to end my journey here too. I would work my way back to the house by paddle, canoe and tidal stream, because in a very real sense, the river runs through me – or, at least, it could do if global warming continues.

I was starting in the Western Highlands seeking wilderness. I would cross from the Mersey to the Humber. I would head out to the far west to the Severn, the longest and most British of rivers. I would descend to London to explore how rivers made our towns, and eventually I planned to take to the slow waterways of East Anglia back home. That, I thought, should be quite enough for everybody.

The voyage was going to take six months or more, not travelling all the time but roaming back and forth, not always on the river, but dropping in and out. I wanted these rivers to carry me into the overgrown bit of the back garden of Britain, but we were making a film for the BBC and I knew everything would be circumscribed. This is a fragmented account of an illusory experience made over a disjointed period of time, not really a guidebook. In case you were wondering.

The next morning an off-putting, grey, sluggish sky hung over the house. It had only intermittently stopped raining. I gazed up. For television purposes rain has to look like broom handles or it doesn’t show up. Perhaps that had changed with High Definition. The camera would prefer highly defined water drops rolling down my nose and glossy matted hair slapped to my skull. They’ll get that if I fall in, of course. That’s what they wanted.

And so did I.

Paul helped me strap the canoes on to a black metal cradle joined to the car. It was about twenty feet long. To make it turn backwards one had to revolve the steering wheel in the opposite direction to the way one wanted to go. As long as you started with a straight rig, and as long as you had more than twenty feet to turn into, and as long as you moved the wheel with the very slightest of adjustments, it was fine.

I explained this to Paul as we readied ourselves. The dog had taken up the entirety of the back sofa. The rest of the vehicle was stuffed to the plastic panels. We could not see backwards at all.

“Don’t be cool. You have nothing to prove. We can always disengage the cradle and lug it round and hook it on when we have turned,” I said.

Paul started by trying to reverse down the farm track and into the hawthorn bush.

I let him play the game for at least ten minutes before we disengaged the trailer and lugged it round by hand.

It was a portent.

But I wanted to get on. Sometimes, whatever Robert Louis Stevenson might have said, it is better to arrive than to travel hopelessly.


Chapter One

ACROSS THE CENTRE OF SCOTLAND

HORSEPLAY

I could hear the waterfall, but I couldn’t see it. We were parked in a broken asphalt car park in front of a faceless, empty white house. It was raining steadily. We had climbed up from Loch Leven and were now about 250 feet up the side of a mountain.

Ben Starkie and Mike Clifford were standing by their Land Rover boot, furtively clanking shackles and coiling hideously coloured ropes.

I stood on an empty rucksack and dragged off my clothes. Teetering in my thermal underwear I inserted my chubby legs into a red and blue drysuit, trying not to put my stockinged feet into the puddles. The rain was still falling. I was getting wet before I’d got my wet protection on.

I was not going over the top of the Grey Mare’s Tail. It was too powerful after a flood. Instead it had been decided that I would abseil down alongside it.

After the usual uncomfortable moment when I had to stick my neck through the tight black rubber Durex top, I was finally sealed in an unbecoming, breathable, human-shaped waterproof bag: a drysuit.

I was in sombre mood. This means I was becoming passive-aggressive with a little bit of aggressive-aggressive thrown in.

“I thought we might film the opening sequence just before you go over the edge.”

“In this?”

“Er, no. Perhaps in the original gear you came in … you could …”

Ross, the director, looked into my eyes and faltered. “Well, maybe not. Let’s pick that up later.”

We trudged off down a woodland path following Ben and Mike. I wasn’t brooding on the fall, or the abseil, or the height; I was brooding on the discomfort. Already I was chafing and stumbling and I was simply trying to walk the tourist path. Ross told me he had already moved all the camera positions and the abseil points because overnight the drenching rain had boosted this natural power shower from “punishing tingle” to “overwhelming crunch”.

Cadbury ran ecstatically through the rain. “You’d better get hold of him,” someone said. “We don’t want him to slip over the edge.”

We tied on. Ben strapped me in to a harness. It was a black plastic nappy that went around and under my arse. Two loops went over my thighs and a belt tied the whole thing together at my waist. At the front was a webbing loop with a strong metal ring. The rope was clapped on to it.

Ben, wearing a bright yellow diver’s suit, was going first. “It’s a bit complicated through the heather to begin with, but then you’ll get to the face of the rock and you just have to lower yourself down,” he bellowed. “Mike here will have the safety rope but he won’t be able to see you so he’ll be slackening off by feel.”

I nodded. It was difficult to speak above the racket. If I looked over his shoulder, I could see a massive gout of white foam, like a broken water main from hell. I was mostly looking at that.

The ropes were anchored to a pine tree. We had to slither down a steep incline to get to the vertical face. Ben leaned back, fiddled at his waist and jerked downwards into the haze of mist and spray. He left me to ponder my abseil gizmo under the dripping pines.

This is a simple “figure of eight” ring made of shiny steel. A rope threads through it. One end is attached at the top, the other reaches all the way to the bottom. By applying force on the lower end of the rope the friction is reduced and the rope begins to slide through the ring. Since you are attached to the ring, you go down. Naturally you are anxious to control the slide. This is perfectly possible. You have to lean back into empty space and drop the arm controlling the rope. This will bring the braking mechanism into play. Easy.

But you have to lift it first to release the brake. You have to experience that first sliding, shuddering fall.

I felt less secure than I had when abseiling before. Maybe it was the weight of rope beneath me. Perhaps the rain had soaked into the lines and made them slippery, swollen as they were by the water. When I first lifted them upwards to release myself, the rope felt massively heavy and unyielding and the first jerks down were fast and uncontrollable.

The trees overhanging the lip twisted me off balance as I lolloped backwards down an almost vertical crest towards the edge. I had to push out to one side and through the undergrowth. My feet were scrabbling on the thick wet pine needle blanket. I could see the water squeezing out of the rope as it slithered through the ring.

“Pull down,” I kept muttering to myself, “it will brake.” And it did, but now the edge of the precipice was directly beneath my feet, or at least one of my feet. The other was flailing in space.

Cliff abseils are rarely straightforward. These are not buildings or climbing walls. The face was broken and bowed. I had to negotiate an overhang, with one foot a little above waist height trapped under a bit of old root, and I desperately wanted to get both my feet onto something solid. The noise had grown. The air was thick with spray. The great white gout of the falls themselves was spewing past a few feet to my left.

This was the moment I had to put my trust in the mechanism. It was also the moment when an unacceptable fear rose up and gripped me by the throat. I knew the theory. I had to take the pressure off and let myself over the edge into the overhang. Further down I could make contact again, but I was not sure how much I had to release. It was like untying a heavy sack. Too loose, and the weight might slip out of control. But how much was too loose? I was sliding very gently downwards, gripping so hard I could see water oozing out of the knuckles of my glove.

WATERFALL FACTS

The Grey Mare’s Tail waterfall on the River Leven just outside the village of Kinlochleven was given its name by King Edward VII, who said it reminded him of his own horse’s tail.

It is not, however, the only Grey Mare’s Tail waterfall in Scotland or even the highest. At 80 feet Kinlochleven’s Grey Mare’s Tail is less than half the height of its namesake near Moffat. Even this is dwarfed by Eas a’ Chual Aluinn in Sutherland, which at 658 feet is the highest waterfall in the United Kingdom. And the UK’s champion is no match for the highest waterfall in the world, the 3,212 feet drop of Venezuela’s Angel Falls!

Nevertheless even a small river falling over an 80-feet drop can involve a considerable weight of water. You only need 44 cubic feet of water to make one ton in weight. So even if you stand beneath an apparently insignificant waterfall, several tons of water could be crashing down around you.

Theoretically it is safer to jump down a waterfall into the river below than to do the same jump into standing water. The theory involves factors such as the movement of the water and the softening of the water because of the amount of air that the waterfall is forcing into it.

Don’t try this at home, though. A lot may depend on the depth of the water at the bottom.

I tried to summon logic. I summoned funk. I loosened the rope. I swung down. I bumped against the edge and dropped a few feet. My feet came up against rock that was green with mould and fluid and they flailed, failing to adhere at all. I crashed into the cliff and then bounced backwards and wobbled out swinging and twisting into space. Now I was directly hanging over the void, and that should have been easier. I could use one foot at a time to push me in the direction I wanted to go. The mass of the waterfall was crashing down behind me. The slimy wall of rock was sloping away in front of me and the river was thrashing itself into a tantrum eighty feet below.

For a while I dangled in the sopping air. Trying to control my breathing I yanked myself around to make my observations to the camera, noting, ruefully, how Richard had quietly come down the same route, ten yards to my right, with a camera balanced on his shoulder, making a record of every cowardly impulse flitting across my features. As I did so I felt a searing pain in my groin.

I blame the safety rope lifting me slightly sideways, or perhaps the dry suit bunched under my belt. My total weight seemed to jolt onto one of the straps in the leg harness. It lodged itself up under my thigh. A sharp unyielding edge of thick nylon webbing sawed up into my scrotal region.

“So the Western edge of Scot- arrrgh!” I began. “Are… arrgh!” Something had me with a hook through the flesh of my inner thigh and was bouncing me about on it.

“Arrrrrrrgh! Arrrrrrrr! Arrrrrgh!”

I realised something significant. It was me that was doing the bouncing. Every time I lowered myself a little more on the abseil, the rope twisted round and dug into me.

“Arrrrrgh.”

But if I stayed still, it steadily pinched harder.

“Arrrgh.”

At least it banished all imagined horrors of vertigo. I dropped swiftly down the whole cliff, alternately grimacing and roaring at the uncaring waterfall. Each slithery jerk pinched my poor, tender flesh and I landed in a foul temper at the bottom. Most of my imprecations were drowned by the sound of the fall crashing all around us. Tons of water threatened to sweep us off our feet.

Grumbling and harrumphing I slithered into the freezing torrent and followed the yellow-suited Ben along the river and back to an earthy bank under dripping oaks.

Had I managed to find a shred of self-composure, I had intended to point out that the rivers of Scotland are generally shorter and faster in the west than they are in the east. This is because, geologically speaking (and I apologise to all geologists before I say this because I have no right to be speaking geologically at all), the north of Scotland is like a sloping table.

The table was created over a period of 3 billion years. It was tipped up on edge, however, a mere 60 million years ago, when Scotland separated from the eastern edges of the United States and they began to drift apart. (The islands of the Inner Hebrides are little volcanic dribbles that show where this fracture took place.) The very old rocks to the west were lifted up by molten rock. This created a slope that had a steep edge on the western side and a longer, more gradual slope to the east.

This table of rock was made by a hugely complex and erratic process. It involved volcanic eruptions, drifting continents, great ocean beds, mountain ranges as big as the Himalayas, huge lakes, rivers, and tropical forests. The final touch to Scotland’s landscape, however – the picture we see behind the cow with the long horns on the tea tray – was made much more recently by global climate change and the Atlantic climate, or, more specifically, the huge amounts of water that all that stuff creates. The icy periods within the ice age of the last two and a half million years gouged out the glens and dug the lochs. (A major glacier can scrape away its bottom at the rate of a few millimetres a year.) The meltwater and the rain smoothed and rearranged the rest. The force of this single compound, water, sliding, flowing or grinding, had rearranged everything beautifully and haphazardly, thanks to the many different ingredients that had been baked into the table over the preceding three billion years.

As the ice melted, massive rivers did most of the rest of the work. They wore away rock and smoothed out valleys with deposits of stones and gravel. The fall at the Grey Mare’s Tail was a dribble compared to the great torrents that charged through the landscape at the end of the last glacial period, 12,000 years ago.

The rivers I intended to follow across Scotland were mere trickles: the last gasps of past gigantic movements of water. But, like fine sanding after a chisel, water was still smoothing out the scenery. Ice was still doing its winter masonry work, chipping out blocks, levering out faults in the rock and grinding away exposed granite.

I had intended to say all of this as I came down the waterfall. I only got as far as “Arrrgh”.

I dragged myself out of my drysuit, rubbed my sore groin and hobbled over to look at my maps on the bonnet of the car.

Thanks to the upheavals 60 million years ago the first part of my journey would be up steep inclines to a nearby watershed. Then I would follow a much gentler declination, but one that would meet great lochs and strong swooping rivers. At the mouth of the Tay, ninety miles further east, more water than in the Severn and Thames put together flowed out to the sea. It came, however, from a catchment area a quarter of the size of the Severn. A steep and wet basin, it would seem. Up, down, up again and round: this was going to be a rollercoaster ride across Scotland.

DOG ON AN ARGOCAT

Along the banks of Loch Rannoch cascades of golden showering birch and explosions of bright red beech provided a massive and unending firework display. We made our way up to Rannoch Station. “Arguably the most remote station in the world,” the guidebook says. I was inclined to argue. There were stations on the Trans-Siberian Railway further from real civilisation than Rannoch, and the sign said that Glasgow was only eighty-seven miles away.

I took the dog and drove up the mountain in an Argocat. And they let me drive. Well done. An Argocat like this has eight wheels, two handlebars and six seats. It sits very low and has no fear of heights. Twist the throttle and the wheels grind forward, pull it back and they grind more on the left. It’s like steering but it’s not. It’s more like grinding. It’s like a boat in a storm. You don’t point it, you generally direct it. And it will churn up the landscape as if it were water, leaving a permanent wake in the mud.

Cadbury sat alongside me and quivered. When I set off downhill he buried his head under my arm like a cartoon dog.

This was “down” as understood by a bungee jumper. I wondered, fleetingly, whether the machine could get out of control and become a Runaway Argocat, so I throttled back, but the machine’s grip was Velcro tight. It was my trousers that were failing. It was all very well the vehicle gluing itself to an incline. I wasn’t glued to the vehicle.

I hardly had time to examine the valley I was lurching into. Like all Scottish hillsides it looked deceptively smooth. This was what made it so beautiful – the gently rounded hills in the foreground and the snowy peaks in the background – but when you are in the foreground you realise that the surface is not a surface at all: it was a pitted, hummocky booby-trap of sods and puddles. The Argocat whined, roared, groaned and heaved and I just hung on, pitying poor Cadbury with every jolt, as it juddered towards a blissful blue loch.

Yes, blue. The mist had burned off. A few white clouds hung in a perfect sky. The loch sat like a desert oasis in a valley of yellow grass. We could have been in Africa. We lacked only an elephant grazing by the water.

This was the Loch of the Sword. The Camerons and the Atholl clansmen had once agreed to meet here to settle a dispute about who could graze all these hopeless sopping tussocks. The Atholl clansmen broke the agreement and turned up in a mob. The Camerons had guessed they might misbehave and had hidden some extra clansmen behind the rocks, who then leapt out in such large numbers that the Earl of Atholl threw his sword in the lake. (Shouting “Aw heck, we never wanted the grazing in the first place!” I imagine.)

A dinky train suddenly rattled past. It was a Sprinter. The West Highland Line went straight through the moor. It looked utterly alien. And, as suddenly as it rattled up, it rattled away again. Silence returned.

Someone had planted a flag on a little island. There were deer hoof marks in the sand of a little beach on the shore. But it wasn’t this pristine blue loch I had come to see. I was actually looking for another patch of water some 200 yards further west. I nearly fell in it. In contrast to the loch it was a black and putrid boggy mess of water oozing from the ground and littered with whitened roots.

Cadbury plunged about in the black mud and started chewing rotten logs. You might have expected this bog to drain down and fill the loch, but it didn’t. There was a hump of land between. The water flowed in the opposite direction. A few feet to the east of the bog there was a definable burn, trickling into the mist of Rannoch. I was beyond the watershed. From here the water would seep down to the sea, seventy-five miles to the east, through Loch Rannoch and then into the River Tummel. It was downhill all the way.

CANOE INSTRUCTION AT THE BRIDGE OF GAUR

First of all, it was downhill the wrong way and I had to turn the canoe in the narrow lane that ran along the side of Loch Rannoch. I was getting good at this now; a perfect move forward, a little kick to straighten the wheels (most important when doing a mirror reverse trailer turn), slip backwards, easing the wheel in a clockwise direction. Push the Nissan arse against the tow-bar and turn the thing. Almost instantly straighten the wheel and then back we slip into the driveway. Except that the canoe trailer hit a nicely painted black gate with an audible clang and we were stuck straight across the road. There wasn’t enough room to go all the way round. We couldn’t swing it any further. We had to go on and look for somewhere else to start all over again.

My canoes are only sixteen feet long. Mere twigs. Dave Latham had several times been across the whole of Canada on thousand-kilometre races in a six-man, twenty-six-foot canoe. It involved pulling the canoe out and carrying it round rapids.

He explained this as he helped me get my canoe down to a frothy curve of water just down by the Bridge of Gaur.

“So when you portaged it, did you carry all your stuff in it?” I pronounced the word portage with a long faux French ‘a’.

“Yes, we portaged it.”

Dave was imitating me now. He’d come over all pretentious and French too.

“Sorry, I just pronounce it that way because I read about it first in John Keegan’s book about the Anglo-French Wars,” I explained as pretentiously as possible. “I thought it was a French word, and now I pronounce it as if I was trying to rhyme it with ménage. It’s probably as bad as calling it a garage.”

Dave was gallant. “You may be right. I went on my trip with English Canadians not French ones.”

Now, clearly, neither of us was ever going to use the word again. Portage means carrying your canoe and everything in it for a distance. We established that the canoe is a symbol of the Canadian backwoods. This is because native Canadians travelled thousands of miles by canoe through their uncharted forests. They would paddle the river and then take long paths through the thick forest that linked one waterway to another.

Trappers and then French and Scottish fur traders adopted the birch bark canoe for their explorations, eventually crossing from one side of the continent to the other. This was only possible because the Canadian landscape had been formed by glaciers, which had carved out long shallow rivers that travelled great distances. The canoe had been the ideal boat for navigating them, being shallow and long-nosed and able to point its way between the rocks.

Dave told me that this was the reason why the canoe is called “the Canadian canoe” in Britain but just “the canoe” everywhere else in the world.

I had told everyone my canoes were made of polythene but in fact they are made of some type of modern plastic sandwich. This has a cellular structure that can remember its own shape, hence the value of this new system over real old-fashioned polythene canoes which wobbled, the fibreglass ones which cracked and the aluminium ones which were rattly; though not, of course, over the original birch bark canoes which were traditional, very beautiful and highly valued by everyone associated with canoes, even though I assume they were as fragile as a teapot.

I was a wholly untutored canoeist. I had improvised all my “techniques”. I bought my canoes in a job lot including the trailer, and (I was beginning to understand) naff and unsuitable plastic spade paddles. I had just set out and started paddling. How difficult could it be? You had a paddle and you stuck it in the water. I had idly read that there were other skills, but I was all puffed up and canoe savvy. I thought I had most of the necessary knowledge, with the possible exception of single-handed portaging.

“Can you do that with a big canoe like this, Dave?” I asked, fully expecting the answer “no”.

“Yes,” he replied.

“Oh, right.”

Dave swung into action. He twisted his canoe upside down at the nose end, lifted it up on both arms, and gracefully propelled himself forward with the body of the canoe above his head.

“You go on until the weight is evenly balanced and you’ll find a strut that crosses the width of the canoe at exactly this point,” Dave boomed in a hollow echo from somewhere in the bowels of his own canoe. “Some have a special yoke.”

I looked at my own canoe. It had a special yoke. “So that’s what that is!”

“And then you lift the other end…”

Dave put two hands on the outer edges and lifted. The canoe was now balanced upside down on his back. It was a canoe with legs. It was a double-beaked green toucan roaming around the lawn.

My turn.

I got it turned alright. It rolled right over. It did this a couple of times. There’s a lot of weight involved. But finally I got both hands under the edges and, with a succession of ungainly heaves, I humphed my way down to the centre point. Dave was smaller than me. He was clearly a wiry little man of the backwoods. The thing weighed a ton and the yoke dug into my neck. None the less, with a final “hup!” I became a canoe-backed little-legged beaky thing myself.

I roamed around the lawn under the trees and executed a cautious two-step dance of triumph.

It was back-breaking to put the thing down, though. I had to roll it off my head and onto my thighs and then onto the ground, but I felt a little better for having done it. Now in an emergency portage, somewhere in the primeval Canadian forest, I might be able to hump my own canoe for at least five or six yards before collapsing. This was good stuff.

We launched the canoes and drifted off towards the Bridge of Gaur. Dave had more handy hints. He showed me how he semi-knelt in the canoe rather than sitting upright on the little wicker seat. He disparaged my spade paddles. His was round-ended, with a “beaver tail” blade.

“Much easier going and less tiring for long journeys,” he said.

I tried it out.

“You’ve got big whitewater paddles there,” he observed.

So that was alright – I had macho paddles.

“And this is an otter tail.” He showed me another paddle shaped like a lawn-turfing tool. “And this is a racing paddle.” He propelled his canoe sideways across the water, which was pretty neat, and handed me an otter-tailed paddle with a bent handle.

I tried it. It felt good.

“You have it upside down.”

“Oh.” I turned it round.

“It’s counter-intuitive because you’re reaching forward with a paddle.” Unlike a scooped oar, the racing paddle was designed to reach into the water ahead, so the handle emerged from the blade at an acute angle. “I used this particular one for those thousand-kilometre treks,” he said modestly. I nodded approval.

However Dave suddenly got devastatingly personal. “But I’m afraid you are paddling all wrong, Griff,” he told me.

I drifted and turned towards him, a half smile playing on my rugged features.

Me! Paddling all wrong! I had been paddling my canoe round the rivers of East Anglia for years. I had been in small boats all my life. I paddled with grace and elegance. “But, Dave, I can manoeuvre my canoe on a Canadian dollar…”

“You don’t have to reach across to the other side as you do. You should take one stroke cleanly and just twist the handle downwards like so.” He demonstrated. “And use the flattened blade of the paddle to correct your direction.” He executed his smooth, one-sided paddle and serenely canoed ahead.

I gazed after him. “Yes, I see. But I actually rather like my way. Because I can get more purchase and steady myself.”

“No, not when you’re practised. It saves huge amounts of energy… see.” He paddled and twisted. “It’s the correct way to paddle.”

“Is it? Right.”

I tried it and banged my knuckles. “I’ve banged my knuckles.”

“You will to begin with, but with practise it becomes second nature. In a while you won’t be able to do it any other way.”

But the way I did it already had become second nature. This was like being told I slept on the wrong side of the body.

I bashed my hands and twisted too little, too much and not at all for a while, as we paddled along together.

There was no point in arguing. Dave had trekked across the whole of Canada with real Canadians in proper travelling racing canoes of high technical merit. He was a canoe mensch.

I was a self-taught amateur. I would have to relearn my most basic skills. I would have to admit sheepishly that I should have taken instruction years ago.

I bid farewell to Dave and paddled away. Applying myself ponderously to my stroke I juddered into a freshening easterly headwind, scrupulously banging my knuckles on the foam sandwich of my canoe and ponderously adjusting my direction by flattening the blade.

Slowly, clumsily, painfully, I crept along and after several hours of effort finally turned out of sight of the Bridge of Gaur.

Then I went straight back to my old ways.

There’s always a bend in the river.

I assume I can re-educate myself when I go to the Rockies.

RIDING THE TUMMEL

We arrived at Dunalastair at the far end of Loch Rannoch. A passionate canoeist called Mary Conacher was taking me to canoe down the River Tummel. A little dam at the end of the loch supplied electricity to the grid, and according to Mary the hydro people were responsible for releasing spates into the Tummel. These powerful floods had worn away the banks, and the result was an obstacle course of half-submerged trees and tangled branches that was becoming a trap for the unwary paddler.

Mary wanted me to experience the difficulties of the barrage for myself so that I could broadcast its terrors to the world, and was anxious to hurry me along to my canoe down the side of a concrete wall and into the black and wreathing stream of the Tummel.

Before I hopped aboard, I couldn’t help noticing that this five-foot elderly lady was wearing a drysuit. I had one myself, with rubber collars and boots and massive hard-to-pull zips. It was waterproof in situations of total immersion and much-used by oil rig workers and underwater people.

“Do you think I should wear one?”

“Oh yes. And buoyancy, of course.”

As I pondered this, I fingered her impressive Mae West-type life-jacket and its zippers and pockets, until it occurred to me that this might be presumed a little intimate.

Clearly we were off on an adventure.

We debated whether to take Cadbury. He had a life-jacket, but there is no sub-aqua drysuit for dogs. Cadbury is the size of a small donkey, especially when prone. I could almost guarantee that as we entered the danger zone, facing submersion in the roaring torrent, Cadbury would sit up to have a look, or shift from one side of the canoe to the other, mainly because the motion somehow reminded him that he could.

“He won’t stand up,” I explained. “He’s most unlikely to leap from the boat in terror, but he does squirm.”

Given this ballast nightmare I’m not sure why we eventually pushed off into the Tummel with Mary up front and the dog lying in the waist of the canoe. We were heavily laden and a little bow-down. And we went at a terrifying rate, alone except for the camera boat, on a river that was surging downstream.

“I started by kayaking,” Mary explained. “I taught canoeing for many years. Er … We must break for the other side now.”

“Break? Yes.” I suddenly realised that Mary thought I knew what I was doing.

She dipped her rounded paddle in the inky stream and we veered out to the left. We were going at an unacceptable speed without paddling at all. There was something ahead and we skidded within inches of it. I had time to register that it was the whitened beak of a submerged log.

In England and Wales what we were doing would be considered trespass. We would have been invading the privacy of the landowners. But in Scotland the right to paddle had been won alongside the right to roam. Some landowners still did what they could to stop people getting to the river, and prevented unloading and parking, but we were legally allowed to do what we were doing. The privacy issue was such poppycock anyway. Had we all fallen in and drowned horribly nobody would have been there to see us. We were as insignificant as the leaves dancing in the eddies and about as disturbing to fish as the log tumbling alongside us.

“We have to show due consideration,” Mary said. She had clearly been made aware of her obligations as well as her rights, so she was talking Committee Talk now.

“Can you make long treks around here?”

“Oh, you can canoe across the whole of Scotland. But I don’t do it any more. I like to do short hops and stay in warm hotels.”

Mary was sixty-eight.

“There we are. Ahead!”

Mary had talked airily of twenty minutes, but we had covered the miles far more quickly than that. The bank had been lined with a golden parade of larches, alders and beeches. It was achingly beautiful. Ahead of us was a bend in the river and a web of channels round an island of white stones which was crowned with more lovely trees: the very trees that created the log jam directly ahead.

Mary directed us to the island. We slewed out of the growing torrent and thumped up on a shore of big flat pebbles. It was not easy to get out without losing the canoe to the current, but I wanted to get a handle on the obstacle ahead. What was our line? How were we going to negotiate this? I had expected something nicely ordered: like those log jams from dimly remembered films where men in tartan shirts hopped about over floating islands of pines. This was an utter mess. Nobody had stripped these trees or cut them away from their roots. They were a tangle of semi-submerged, clawing branches and herbage.

She pointed at a substantial larch lying half out of the water. “We should try to go on the other side of that,” she said. The water was boiling in mid-stream. How did she know there was a way round on the other side? What if there were branches underneath?

Mary indicated another slew in front of another island straight ahead. “We’ll want to break to the right and get down there and the current will do the rest.”

I was already blustering – not directly to Mary but to the camera crew and myself. “Quite honestly I’d be happy to do it on my own, but there are two of us in the boat and we barely know each other. Mary and I simply haven’t done enough practise paddling in tandem.”

Obviously I was scared. I was flinging some persiflage about to try and scare everybody else. But we had come this far.

“No one will take responsibility for clearing the trees away. And this is an issue to do with safe navigation,” Mary said. There had been a nasty incident involving a father and son earlier in the year.

“I’ve been to the hydro people. They are sympathetic. The landowner is helpful, but it will cost thousands to get them all removed and the whole thing is only going to get worse if nothing is done.”

I was on the point of offering the money but Mary already had her helmet on. She handed me another one. I strapped it on and we pushed out into the current.

I was right to be scared. The canoe was impossible to control. It rushed out into the maelstrom and skewed past the first log at an acute angle. It was surely inevitable that we were going to end up in the branches. If we did, I knew what would happen. The branches grab at you but the boat carries on.

With inches to spare, we swung on our axis and flung ourselves downstream, rocking wildly. I was using my paddle to try to stop our progress, paddling backwards to slow us down and then just as wildly digging to get the bottom end of the boat to turn to the right. It wouldn’t come and we were simply careering sideways. Now there was a savage spike of branch at the apex of the current. With a frantic effort we managed to avoid hitting it beam-on, but then we plunged forward.

We were in the current now. Wallowing from side to side, we shot down the last sluice and pranged straight on top of a submerged branch. It quivered beneath us. We hung for a moment, twisting round and tipping sideways, until, with a last lurch, we fell off it and plunged on into the lower river and the pool beyond. The energy dissipated as it always does. The river spread wide and the rush subsided. Now we were cushioned by the waters instead of buffeted and we swung lazily across the dark water towards a grassy yellow bank on the far side. The dog stood up.

The river was deep black. The name Tummel means “the dark one”. The water was clear to a great depth, penetrated by sharp autumn sunshine which picked out bright yellow birch or red beech trees twirling upwards from far below on disturbed eddies like kaleidoscope fragments flying out of space in slow motion.

CRANNOGS ON LOCH TAY

Paddling up … (I nearly wrote “rowing up”. That’s a sin in canoeing circles. The tao of paddle must be obeyed.) … paddling up Loch Tay brought me to the eastern end and a village on the shore. There were two islands there. One that had to be looked for carefully and could be spotted as a barely visible dome of trees against a wooded background on the north shore. The other was some forty feet into the loch with a couple of big pines. It is believed they were both largely man-made.

Clansmen had used the tree-dome as a fortress in relatively recent historical times – that is, about 300 years ago. The other was more distinct and rocky and uninhabited. Both dated from before history was recorded. They were built originally as settlements out on the river probably in about 600 BC, and they are two of eighteen that have so far been discovered along the fourteen-mile length of Loch Tay.

These crannogs were constructed at significant points or perhaps clustered in the wells of bays so they could be easily seen, or so that the next
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