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I am at 36,000ft aboard a Triple-7, flying southwest across Labrador, looking down on an infinity of lakes scattered with complete abandon across a treeless landscape.
The reflection of the sun is tracking us at ground level, lighting up the lakes and rivers in sequence as we pass over. It is early May and the lakes are only just starting
to thaw; each has a ring of clear water around its edge and I can see stacks of ice blocks in places. In my head, I am linking the lakes and rivers into imaginary canoe
routes, just like we do at home with a map of Scotland laid flat on the floor. It makes good in-flight entertainment. In fact, the landscape looks uncannily similar to
where I have just been in the highlands of Scotland, our own Little Labrador, except on an almost unimaginable scale. Looking down again, it’s easy to envisage the
Hubbard expedition, picking their way by paddling, portaging and dragging, ever closer to the eventual tragedy. It happened down there, right there, near Goose Bay, in
1903. My thoughts turned to my own recent paddling, portaging and dragging expedition….
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Two weeks earlier

Andrew and I pulled into Poolewe in the campervan with a crossScotland gleam in our eyes. The signs were good: the parking was
straightforward; the weather was fine. This was just as well because the plan seemed to us to be quite a challenging one. Standing on the west coast, looking eastwards, we had to travel over
the distant horizon, then the next, and the next again, until we hit
Cromarty Firth. So that our abandoned van wouldn’t cause local
concern, we had left details of our proposed route with the police
at Lochcarron, which had been very easy to do online.

We had come to do the canoe route from Poolewe to Conon
Bridge. The Scottish Canoe Touring guide somewhat inadvertently elevates this route to the stuff of legend. The guide tells of
how paddlers got wind of the route via an obscure note on the
wall of a bothy. Some seem to have doubted the route’s existence.
How exciting. Anyhow, the route seems to be rarely paddled, presumably because people are put off by the thought of rolling a
trolley seven miles up the steep, narrow and busy A832. The route
belongs to that era in the history of Scottish canoe tripping when
the obvious link-ups were being done — big lochs and main
rivers, joined by the most direct trolley route. But the obvious
way isn’t always the best way.

Our take on this route started to develop last year when my wife
and I aborted our April trip to Inverpolly owing to persistent high winds. Sometimes you are lucky, but on that occasion we were not. We sat it out for a couple of days,
then gave up and climbed Cul Mor and Beinn Eighe instead. But on the drive to the latter mountain we caught sight of a beautiful, partially hidden loch, sitting pretty
amidst stands of ancient Scots pines. It looked that perfect mix of lake, pines and mountains that simply says “Scotland”. It seemed to be beckoning, and I wanted a
closer look. Back at home, I tried every which way to engineer this loch, which turned out to be Loch Clair, into a canoe route. It links through to Loch Coulin, but from
there on I was thinking southwards and the route seemed to peter out. It was only when Andrew proposed the rather meaty cross-Scotland Poolewe to Connon Bridge
route that things fell into place. The way through was eastwards! From Loch Coulin there is a potential portage up to Loch na Moine Moire that looked doable. It has a
fairly modest elevation of 144m and there was a track on the map which would make the going much easier. Tracks on the map are not always there when you reach the
spot on the ground, but this one showed up faintly on Google Earth. Yes, there was a track. Loch na Moine Moire was connected to Loch an Fhiarlaid by a channel and
from there, according to our 1:50000 map, there was a stream, a double blue-liner, no less, leading to Loch a’ Chroisg and so back onto the original route. Surely a river
shown on the map by twin blue lines must have twice the chance of being paddleable? The stream is called Abhainn Dubh—The Black River.

When I arrived in Tadcaster to pick Andrew up, he made a last minute bid to take his plastic boat, instead of the wood-canvas canoe on my roof-rack. Was this a more
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sensible choice for a potentially very rough trip? No, the Peterborough would be just fine. We have come too far together for me to want to leave it at home. Thinking
again of Labrador, this extremely challenging wilderness was first explored using wood-canvas canoes. The Hubbard expedition used them (ok, so Hubbard perished),
as did Wallace, Cabot and Scott. The Peterborough would be up to the job.

On the drive up we talked a lot about river levels. The River Bran, which we hoped would take us from Achnasheen to Loch Luichart, looks shallow at the best of times.
We had heard that the water levels around Inverness were currently about normal for this time of year, but when we reached Dalwhinnie the river looked just about
empty, despite recent heavy rain. This was bad news for the
River Bran, which could potentially be ten miles of gravel. Oh
well, so be it.

In an effort to preserve the maximum adventure by not getting
a preview of the river, we considered driving to Kinlochewe
from the south, rather than up the A832 which takes the same
valley as the Bran. In the end we couldn’t face the extra time
and mileage involved, so did take the A832 but kept our eyes
firmly glued to the road, straight ahead, so that the condition
of the Bran would only be revealed when we got there for real.

After the drive up we stayed at the familiar free campsite at
Beinn Eighe. The Allt na Still waterfall makes a useful rainfall
meter here. After the recent rains, water was pouring over like
a slim Niagara. The top of the waterfall was lost in the cloud
making it look like water was gushing straight out of the sky.
We wanted to check out the water level in the Kinlochewe
River, but this turned out to be far from easy. The river forms
a delta where it flows into Loch Maree creating a maze of water
channels lined with near-impenetrable, 15ft high gorse “trees”.
After edging painfully through tiny gaps in the gorse and
swinging over channels in tree branches we became concerned at the prospect of getting lost in there with dusk approaching. We had quite a job getting out again, which
involved taking off shoes and socks at one point. The river, when we finally got to see it, was very swollen and unfriendly, and very different from what we had seen on
the east.
In the morning the waterfall was dramatically reduced, the clouds were breaking to show streaks of blue; the trip was on.

The perfect loch

The river flowing down into Poolewe was also swollen and angry. One look was enough; we decided to start off using the trolley, rather than try to paddle or track up
the river to Loch Maree. Andrew was sporting his new trolley with puncture proof wheels — we didn’t want a repeat of the deflating experience on our last trip. The
solid wheels rolled easily on smooth tarmac, but had a bit more resistance than pneumatic ones on gravelly tracks, I thought. We rolled easily out of Poolewe in a state
of high anticipation, and forty minutes uphill followed by twenty minutes downhill brought us to the beach at Tolley Bay.
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Loch Maree looked at its most inviting; sun starting to come out, Scots
pines glowing green and orange, snow
on the peaks, whitened yet more by
the sunshine. The spread of islands
across the water seemed somehow
counterbalanced by the bulk of Slioch
above. Perfect. This trip had the feel
of something big, and we were at the
threshold of an adventure. We were
humming along nicely, our paddle
strokes synchronised not only with
each other, but also somehow with the
mood of this beautiful place. We had
lunch on the island next to Isle Maree.
Last time I was at the burial ground
over there, I found an almost perfectly
heart-shaped pebble. Folklore warns
you not to remove anything from this
island; I laid the polished stone by the
grave of a little girl.

We were now halfway up the loch; another hour and a half would see us at
the top. The highlight of this part of
the loch for us was glancing up the
deep valley of Gleann Biannasdail,
which provided the Chasm Portage on our last trip to this area. We relived the feeling of being lost in the gloom of the ravine, tiny figures under a canoe in an immense
landscape.

By the time we had reached the top of the loch, we had taken the decision to trolley the canoe up the road rather than ascend the river for another couple of miles up to
Kinlochewe. In its current swollen state, it would have been slow progress upstream. The flow was probably too strong to paddle against so we would have to have
ferried over deep powerful water to catch the gravel banks for tracking, which were sometimes on one side of the river, sometimes on the other. It would have been an
exciting thing to do, like something out of Dangerous River, but it would probably have taken a good part of the day to get up to Kinlochewe village. With many uncertainties ahead, we felt we couldn’t really spare that kind of time so early on in the trip.

There was a good trolley track paralleling the road from the Beinn Eighe Visitor centre to Kinlochewe. At the village we turned right along the single track A896. This
road was quite benign. Cars could see us coming, in fact most waited at the passing places, and there were virtually no blind bends. It seemed so much easier and safer
(not to mention shorter) than the A832 had looked. The only downside was psychological rather than physical. By a sort of optical illusion similar to the Electric Brae,
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I was convinced that the second part of the road ran slightly downwards, even though it was actually still uphill. I felt the canoe should
be rolling free, but we still needed to pull it, making it seem like
harder work than it should have been. But all the while anticipation
was mounting — we were about to enter uncharted territory. What
would we find?
Camping amidst the pines

Loch Clair finally came into view, below us and to the left. It was
just as pretty as I had remembered it, but less wild as we could see
estate tracks, sheds and a house. A well-made approach road released
us from our uphill toils and let us roll easily down to the water. It was
by now time to camp, and we were particularly attracted by a stand
of Scots pines rising from a flat area on the opposite shore. We paddled across and found it to be a near-perfect campsite, with a great
view, smooth springy ground, and easy pegging. The one problem
was that it was very close to civilisation. In a wilderness situation
this place would be amongst the best campsites ever. Someone on
the Estate must have seen us camping there, but we were left in peace
to enjoy the spectacle of the evening light on Beinn Eighe and
Liathach.

After tea we took a walk to see what lay between us and Loch Coulin.
We found splendid little gorge down which water was pouring at a
fair rate. We would be ascending this tomorrow. Adventure beckoned.

Next morning we did a tour of our loch and checked out the stream
coming in from Loch Bharranch. If you didn’t want to paddle Loch
Maree or do the trolley portage, it would be feasible to start the route
from there, parking in the Beinn Eighe walkers’ car park. We continued paddling around the loch and up into our exit gorge until stopped
by the flow of the river, just before the bridge. We jumped out. I love
upstream travel, wading next to the canoe, reading the river, and edging into eddies to re-board for deeper sections. The gushing of the
water and the glint of sunlight through the heavy tree cover gave the
place a special intimate atmosphere. The current slackened off as we
emerged back into full daylight and entered a weedy pool with a fine
view back over to the Big House — Coulin Lodge. After a little bit
of searching we found the exit channel through into Loch Coulin.

Nearing Loch Clair
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This loch, hidden in its own secret valley,
backed by snowy peaks and bursting with plant
life, has to be a contender for the prettiest spot
on Earth. But it is not wild. There are farms and
tracks scattered around, and a new hydro
scheme has left a scar up the hillside that is hard
to ignore. However, the really wild country now
reared up in front of us, and we could pick out
the approximate line of our intended portage up
the hill.

Once again, finding our river exit from the loch
was quite tricky. It is amazing how difficult it
can be to spot the inflows and outflows of lakes
from out on the water. Heaven knows what it’s
like on the big, complex lakes in Canada. Once
located, we waded up the river for a while then
portaged to the bridge.
Waterfall Portage

The way ahead was sunlit, attractively wooded,
but definitely uphill and clearly a significant
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portage. On their 1898 expedition to explore the Barren Lands in Canada,
the Tyrrell brothers chose some members of the team specifically because
they were good at portaging rather than primarily for their paddling skills.
Andrew would certainly have qualified, for he delights in carrying. I feel
it my duty to plan portages, like this one, that I know Andrew will enjoy.

We climbed first with the packs, as is usual, almost to the top of the hill,
stopping at a beautiful waterfall. We then went down again for the canoe
and had lunch by the rushing water when we returned. Beyond this point,
the trees ended and the moor began. The faint path weaved this way and
that through the heather as far as Loch na Moine Moire and then abruptly
stopped. This was the end of the trail; the easiest way onwards was by
canoe.

Loch na Moine Moire: deliciously wild or depressingly desolate?

This place was really wild and treeless; a couple of little lochs connected
by a channel, in a tiny patch of Scotland that wouldn’t be out of place in
the Labrador I was to see a couple of weeks later. The small sheets of
water were perched atop a broad sweep of heather and peat, dotted with
unfamiliar and reclusive little plants that seemed to thrive on solitude.
Andrew and I had a difference of opinion about this place. He found it to
be totally barren, whereas I preferred to think of it as sparingly featured.
To me it was the very essence of wildness. Ideally, I would have liked to
have camped here and let the atmosphere of the place slowly seep in. Not
only was it the west-east watershed of our route, but it also marked the
trip’s wildest point. Andrew thought the place looked like a bomb had
gone off. In the bow, Andrew paddled like a man possessed to put the
place behind us as quickly as possible. In the stern I paddled slowly to
savour the ambience. It’s a wonder the canoe didn’t stretch out like an
elastic band and snap.
The Black River

The loch emptied eastwards. Now was the moment of truth; would our
essential connection, the double blue line on the map, be benevolent or
malign? Our fate was about to be revealed. Of course, we knew that the
Black River was never going to be easy. The height profile had forewarned of hard times, and now being here for real, the dropping land in
front told the same story. First we paddled, then waded, then flipped the
canoe onto our shoulders where the river’s gradient increased, and its
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teeth came out. The land seemed to level out in the distance, which gave some hope of eventually getting back
into the water.

Tandem portaging the canoe is a time of conversation. A
canoe wrapped around your head seems to focus your
ideas, and it certainly stops them being blown away on
the wind. We swapped ideas, mainly frivolous (like an
onboard battery-powered DVD player so we could watch
a film as we walked) before settling on a more meaty
topic: Anatomically Incompatible Paddlers. When I carry
a canoe overhead with Andrew, the weight rests completely on my right shoulder, whereas with Andrew it is
balanced across both. This causes me pain, and we needed
answers. I am deformed, according to Andrew, or the
canoe is twisted. The odd thing is, it doesn’t happen when
I portage with Sue or Pat or Mike or Andy. Maybe they
have complementary physical abnormalities. In the absence of a solution I guess I’ll have to use a work-around,
like a strap-on artificial shoulder.

I had a new portage sack on this trip, an Ortlieb Xtremer.
Previously, I had a standard issue Palm RiverTrek 100.
The material just seemed to perish after not a huge
amount of use. Andrew’s leaked. Shape-wise they are
well designed, but I just don’t trust them anymore. My
new pack is bright yellow which adds some functionality.
It is a great portage marker; you can see it from miles
away. On road portages, drivers notice you. Also, yellow
is reputed to attract insects, so the sack can be left just
outside camp to distract their attention from humans.
There is a downside, though. On a section of portage
alongside the Black River, I was plagued by a bumble bee
that thought I was an enormous flower.
The unthinkable happens

The steeper section of the river gave a thought-provoking
portage. The best route through the hillocks and outcrops
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was not obvious, but clearly we would need to cross the river a
few times, so we were constantly on the lookout for feasible
crossing places where we wouldn’t have to do too much balancing on boulders. We definitely didn’t want a broken ankle here.
At one point it was convenient to lower the canoe down a steep
bank on a rope. Then the unthinkable happened. My one fixed
point in this uncertain world was swept away in an instant, leaving me adrift on an unpredictable and perilous sea — Andrew
announced that he was tired! In all our trips together this had
never happened before. Andrew doesn’t get tired. Now we were
truly entering unknown territory; I tried to keep calm.
We continued on until our camping cut-off time of 6pm. We
could see a welcoming plantation in the distance below us and
knew from the map that this was close to Loch a’ Chroisg, but
we also knew that we wouldn’t reach it by nightfall. It was
clearly going to be a night out on the open moor so we began
the search for a sheltered flat area for the tents amidst the bumps
and bogs. The situation is familiar; when you realise there just
isn’t going to be a good place, you suddenly feel rather alone,
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the cold seems colder and the wind, windier. The spot I eventually selected
for my tent was ok really, except for a pronounced dip under my head, but it
didn’t take long with my lightweight Swiss secateurs to harvest enough heather
sprigs to fill in the hole and create a comfy pillow into the bargain. Once the
camp was set up, things seemed more cheerful; at least we had our own little
oasis of comfort in this rather large expanse of nothingness. The night was
dark and starless; the only sounds, the chatter of the stream and whisper of the
wind.
All waves and whiteness

Next day, we continued portaging, wading and paddling through this strippeddown world of just two components: stream and moor. One thing I really like
about these trips is the feeling that the route isn’t going to yield without a certain amount of effort and ingenuity on our part. The way ahead is a bit like a
puzzle that needs solving. We kept working away for several hours until a final
carry around an excessively rocky section of river brought us to a widening
just before the start of Loch a’ Chroisg proper. Our first glimpse of the loch
was joyful — we had successfully negotiated the Black River, but at the same
time sobering — it was all waves and whiteness. The east wind clearly didn’t
want us to proceed, so we opted for an early meal to give the water time to
subside, assuming it was ever going to. Shelter was at a premium, but we managed to get out of the wind behind a small hummock, and propped up the canoe
for a windbreak. We explored a little in the vicinity of our temporary camp
and found that it was exceptionally well supplied with infrastructure, in fact
almost international in flavour. Not only could you get here by canoe, and by
road and railway, but unbelievably we even had our own airstrip.

We reckoned 8pm was about as late as we could leave it and still have time to
paddle the loch and find a camp in the light. As ever, the wind would drop for
a while and then get up again, as strong as ever. Around 7.30pm, sensing a bit
of a lull, we decided to go for it. Soon after, the whitecaps were back. It was a
stiff paddle against the wind, but at least the waves were predictable, and the
loch didn’t have any awkward points to negotiate.

We landed around 9pm at a beach at the far end of the loch in the deepening
twilight. The beach turned out not to be as promising as it had looked from
out on the water, mainly because of the lack of shelter, but we eventually, and
rather hastily, got a camp set up. I opted for a pitch on some fine gravel which
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I sculpted into a flat, comfortable platform. I then spent half an hour collecting
the largest rocks I could find to weight
down my pegs and guys. Andrew found
a grassy patch for his tent some distance
away. After waiting for us to struggle to
get the tents up, flapping all the while, the
wind died away completely.
Not just another river

Next morning, the loch was fairly calm
so we decided to follow the rule of getting off whilst the going was good. We
planned to paddle for a mile or two, then
pull in for breakfast. Before long, the loch
shores converged, the water gathered itself together into a river, and off it sped
down a little gorge. This was the River
Bran at last, and apparently with a reasonable water level. We experienced an
abrupt change from carefree paddling to
maximum rock alert. We emerged under
a bridge at a more significant rapid that
needed lining, then pulled out for breakfast behind a sheltering screen of gorse
bushes, bedecked in magnificent yellow.
The River Bran — this is going to be interesting
We were pulled up just outside
Achnasheen, a hamlet that looks like it is
barely clinging on to civilisation, and with only marginally more facilities than our gorse bush. We put in again a few hundred yards downstream, and began perhaps
the major business of the trip.

I had been anticipating this section for a long time, after passing it just about every year in the car and weaving the lonely moorland river into an imaginary canoe
journey in my head. I had been pleased to see that most years it didn’t have too much water; it wouldn’t be mere paddling, not just another river. From the road, the
gradient of the river seems quite gentle for all its length, but a height profile from Google Earth showed some sections to be steeper. It was clearly a river of character,
but one thing had concerned me. Would the presence of the road and railway, which shared the moor, rob the river of its wildness?

I needn’t have worried; the river really did seem like a separate world. The road was far enough away and hidden over, and beyond, the river banks. It was just us and
the water. We buckled down to the job of getting our canoe and gear over the next ten-mile stretch, and of course having a good splash about at the same time.
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Its hard to know how much time to allow for wading rivers when planning a route. We have occasionally found ourselves in two-hours-per-mile country. At that rate,
our ten-mile section of the River Bran would be entertaining us for quite a while. At the present water levels, the sections of paddling in the first part of the river were
short. We adopted the Shallow Water Protocol with the paddles splayed out like oars. We were constantly climbing out of the canoe to drag over a gravel bar, or manoeuvre
the boat fully laden in short coordinated lifts over rocky sections. Water from our boots pooled inside the boat until a bail out was necessary. We settled into the wellpractised routine of paddle—wade—lift—bail.

During river travel, time dissolves as you become absorbed by the task at hand. When minutes blur into a continuous present, you have fully entered Riverworld. My
senses became mesmerised by the physicality of making progress, the rush of the water in my ears, the glint of the sun on the water and the ravens wheeling overhead.
Bran can mean raven in Gaelic, which seemed particularly apt here. The river meandered wildly; there were no lengthy reaches so we felt locked in by the closeness of
the river banks. Gravel bars came thick and fast.
Bailing on the Bran

The routine was broken each time we reached one of the many tiny islands.
Do we take the side with the sudden drop, or that with the more gradual
one? We were often near the limit of float-ability, bringing to mind the
perennial River Traveller’s Lament “if only we had another foot of water.”
Canoeing here solo, would make things easier, I guess. On constant lookout for submerged rocks, I was missing my polarising sunglasses which
used to cut through the water. I lost them. I had found my current ones hanging in a bush. Perhaps they were discarded there on purpose because they
are no damn good.

Dragging the fully laden canoe down shingle runs was starting to take its
toll on the bottom of the canoe. Patches of filler were disappearing and the
canvas weave was showing through in places. This is of no immediate consequence, and is quite easy to repair back at home. In the Exploration Era,
wood-canvas canoe repair kits often included a small tin of paint to touch
up these areas en route.

The river became progressively more rocky as we neared its steepest section.
The rock density increased to the point where it would be quicker to portage,
so we flipped the canoe up top for a half-mile section. We re-entered the
river near one of the few landmarks, a prominent black hut. This lack of landmarks, and our preoccupation with the immediate task at hand left us with no clear idea
about how we were progressing down the river. About half way? Three-quarters? If we did need to camp by the river, there was certainly no shortage of excellent places
to stop. It came as a bit of a surprise, therefore, when the water began to back up, giving us a section of carefree, deepwater paddling but also signalling that Loch
Achanalt may not be too far away. We had considerably underestimated our rate of progress.

Our wild moorland river experience came abruptly to an end when, kneeling high to give my ankles a rest, I was surprised to see a big sheet of water over the right bank
of the river, then an equally big sheet over the left bank. We appeared to be on a river within a loch. This paradox was resolved when we got out the map and looked
more closely at the unusual geography of Loch Achanalt, presumably a partially drowned section of the valley resulting from the dam up ahead. The strange atmosphere
of the place was heightened by the presence of two exceptionally large white geese, guarding the entry to open water. These were certainly not your regular moorland
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birds. We dubbed the place Goose Loch, with a nod to Labrador’s
Goose Bay.

The exit from Goose Loch was yet again very hard to spot. After
paddling to a couple of dead-ends, we finally located the way out,
which looked to all the world like a solid hillside from 200 metres
away, a paddler’s equivalent of platform 9 and 3/4. We continued
on to Loch a’Chuilinn and docked at a promising-looking wooded
bank on the left which gave us an excellent little campsite. Unfortunately, the proximity of a lay-by on the road above meant that
there was abundant fallout from Beercan Campers. There was a bar
or two of phone signal at the top of the hill, so I could report our
position to my friend Jim who had very kindly offered to meet us at
Conon Bridge, and take me back across to Poolewe for the van.

Pulling in for lunch on Loch Luichart

Next day we finished off Loch a’Chuilinn and pulled the canoe out
under the shadow of the dismal grey concrete dam. We set off down
the road for the 2km trolley mentioned in the guide book, but were
seduced before we had completed this distance by a overly welcoming picnic site which led pleasantly down to the water. We should
have been suspicious; it was too easy. Whilst Andrew was getting
the canoe ready, I wandered off for a pee, but on hearing faint sounds
of rushing water explored a bit further and parted the bushes to see
a long set of raging rapids. Back onto the trolley! We continued
rolling along the main road to a lay-by, from where a pleasant carry
in and out of some Scots pines took us down to a bay just before the
railway bridge that marks the start of Loch Luichart.
Peril on Loch Luichart

The easterly wind was still against us. Loch Luichart was a much
wilder place than I had imagined, especially on the righthand side
where we paddled. In the central section, a cliff dropped straight into
the water for a long section which would make escape tricky. But it
also looked great for a water level traverse for rock climbers; long,
not too hard, not too easy. Just after the rocky section ended, we
came to a ruined croft and some field walls, which we recognised
instantly as the ideal sheltered spot for lunch.
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The sunshine, together with the shelter from
the wind encouraged a snooze. I had just
started to doze off when Andrew announced
that he had encountered an adder. This I had
to see. The snake proceeded to lunge aggressively at both of us whilst I was trying to take
a photo, then slithered off under a rock. I settled back down to finish my nap, but it was too
late — the snake had got inside my head. Images of the “snake pit” scenes from the Indiana
Jones films kept intruding, then my thoughts
turned to possible preventative measures like
duct-taping around my cuffs and ankles.

We caused some merriment at the dam at the
southern end of the loch. The dam workers
clustered around saying they had always
wanted to see what mountain men looked like.
They were exceptionally friendly to us. One
even apologised for asking us to pull the canoe
to one side to let his van pass. Beyond the
dam, a huge jet of water arced out into a spectacular rocky gorge. Portage time.

Snoozing in the Snake Pit
The landscape was now changing rapidly as the route continued to unfold. A road led down the more pastoral valley
past some houses to an easy entry to the Conon River just after the powerstation. It was quite a big river by this time,
with one or two major rocks to keep us concentrating. We pulled in to a pleasant camping spot on the river bank
after a mile or so, more or less opposite where the River Meig joins on the other side. The sound of the rapids, drifting
up the valley, created an atmosphere of excitement around camp that night. Downriver we could see some fishing
weirs that looked to have a significant amount of water funnelling through. More fun tomorrow, then. After tea, we
had a walk up to the very pretty Loch Achilty, and back into phone contact, so I could leave word with Jim about our
progress.
The sound of splintering cedar

I am not a great lover of fishing weirs. I don’t like to see wild water neutered, and it’s good to see weirs starting to
be dismantled, and the waters run free again, for instance on the Wye and Dove in the Peak District. But like them
or not, today we had to deal with them.
We shot some of the weirs and lifted over others. Mostly our judgement was good, but we got a few bangs and
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scrapes. Two people plus gear give a lot of momentum to a canoe,
so hitting rocks is bound to have consequences. But because the
weirs here are mainly piles of rounded river rocks, relatively little
damage was done. One weir, however, stands out in memory. It
looked like all the others; it seemed to have just enough water going
over and it beckoned us on. We decided to go for it. Too late we saw
that it was constructed of wire gabions filled with split granite
pieces. We hit one with the sound of splintering cedar, and as we
found out shortly afterwards, a significant slit in the canvas.

A duct tape repair was effected in a few minutes on the riverbank.
One of the characteristics of a wood-canvas canoe is that trips are
not limited by your stamina, or by the amount of time you can get
off work, but by the length of duct tape on your roll. There was also
a little damage to the planking, cosmetic rather than structural, but
this is very straightforward to repair when popping on a new canvas.

The river eventually widened into Loch Achonachie, where a short
trolley ride around another dam led easily back to the water.
Incoming

On the portage, we passed a cluster of fly fishermen just below the
dam. As we were gearing up, one of them broke away from the
group and seemed to be homing in on us. He appeared to be the
local laird, at least he looked the real deal; tweeds, plus-fours and
leading three dogs. We thought the upcoming encounter might go
either way.

The Laird turned out to be friendly and kept repeating, with a truly
aristocratic accent, that it was “absolutely fine” with them for us to
canoe on this stretch of river. But he repeated it so often that we got
the feeling that it might not actually be that fine. Perhaps he needed
to feel that he was granting us permission, despite the fact that we
had every right to be there. Perhaps he was just being genuinely
welcoming — he did offer us water, and gave us useful information
about the river ahead. As we parted, he repeated one more time that
it was absolutely fine for us to canoe there, which was convenient
because it was absolutely fine with us for them to be fishing there.
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The Laird also warned us that some of the fishing parties downstream might not be so accommodating. They weren’t. Their unilateral rule is that you should pass behind them, and so not disturb the
fishing. This sounds very reasonable, but there are a couple of problems. Often they stand so close to the bank in shallow water that it
is not physically possible to paddle behind them. Also, they rarely
see or hear you coming, so there is a real risk of getting a fly in your
face as they cast.

The Laird was barely out of sight when we came upon another fly
fisherman up ahead only a short way out in the river. Andrew, never
one to shy away from confrontation, was adamant that we simply
pass in front; I, being of a more conciliatory disposition, wanted to
see what would happen if we passed behind. Would he thank us? I
steered behind him and said a cheery hello, but was answered with
barely a grunt.

Paddling on, we passed the Black Water coming in from Contin,
Rogie Falls and Loch Garve. This could make an interesting route.

Hero of the hour — Jim

There were still a few more weirs to keep us on our toes, but the river
was by now widening and deepening. The route was slowly releasing
its grip and we began to feel the first glimmerings of the glow of success. We relaxed and just watched the scenery drift by. A last few
miles of easy lowland river brought us to the first bridge at Conon,
where there looked to be a very easy, mown-grass exit. We continued
to the second bridge, to be absolutely sure we had reached the Conon
Bridge. We savoured the momentous feeling of floating under the
bridge, then turned around and paddled and waded back up. On
reaching the first bridge again, we were treated to the most welcome
of sights—Jim was waiting for us!
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As Jim drove me back to Poolewe, we had plenty to talk about for he is a fellow canoe builder. It was a perfect sunlit afternoon as we motored back, and the route
unfolded in reverse giving me the opportunity to relive our adventures. The lochs and rivers gleamed bright blue. The Bran looked much rockier than when we were on
it; had the water level really been dropping that fast? It would be much harder going now. Back at Loch Maree, the Alt na Still waterfall had all but dried out.

It took an hour and a half to rewind the trip, all the way across Scotland. Seeing it as a whole, running through a landscape viewed at its very best in the sunshine, the
route seemed vast, magnificent. For an instant, in the afterglow of a great adventure, I had a surge of feeling that all our previous trips had been leading up to this.
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