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‘A great mix of people…’  That was how Simon, our indefatigable organizer, 

summed up a hugely successful week of walking, scrambling, climbing, mountain 

biking, sea-kayaking - and even half-marathon running by one particular glutton for 

punishment – all based at Glenbrittle on the Hebridean island of Skye. 

Skye is best known for its 

magnificent Cuillin Ridge: 12 km 

of the best scrambling in the UK, 

involving over 3000m of ascent 

and taking in 11 Munros including 

the infamous and dramatic 

Inaccessible Pinnacle.  The ridge is 

often said to be the closest thing 

the UK has to the Alps, and it’s 

true that there is nothing else of 

the same scale and grandeur 

here. But there’s also nothing 

quite like it in the Alps:  the 

constant presence of water in the views out over the Lochs of Coruisk and Scavaig, 

the Cuillin Sound and the Hebridean Sea give it a special beauty all its own.  And 

nowhere in the Alps can boast the same concentration of high quality trad rock 

climbing that is to be found on the majestic volcanic architecture of Sron na Ciche, 

the heart of the Cuillin.Three classic routes weave their way up the steep slabs of 
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the huge Cioch Buttress, rearing up 

out of Corrie Laggan:  Cioch West and 

Cioch Direct at Severe, and Cioch 

Grooves at HVS.  All were climbed by 

our group.  The HVS had been on my 

personal wish list for a good few 

years, and it was a delight to do it 

with Simon and Graham, achieving a 

combined team age not far short of a 

double century!  All the routes land 

you in a spectacular place: a broad 

ledge below the iconic Cioch itself, a 

massive poised nose of rock made 

famous to movie goers worldwide as 

the setting for the swordfight in 

Highlander.  In fact, there’s usually a 

sword on top for those who want to 

re-enact it and Terri and Mal lost no 

time in striking some suitably martial 

poses and calling the clans to battle.   

None of our teams could resist the lure of Arrow Route, a lovely V Diff that pads its 

way up the Cioch Slab.  One member of the party was moved to solo it (but needs 

to remain nameless in case his wife reads this).  The third tier of this awe-inspiring 

cliff rises vertically above the slab and features more memory-making routes, 

including the soaring crack line of the four star HS Integrity, guaranteed to put a 

smile on any climber’s face.  Four different teams from our group jammed and 

bridged their way up it during the week.  

The main rock of the Cuillin is gabbro, a supremely grippy relative of granite whose 

legendary friction makes it climbable even in the wet.  But this was one year no 

one was testing that out:  instead we basked in a week of almost uninterrupted 

warm, dry weather, one of those settled spells with which Skye can be blessed in 

May and June.  In fact, each morning we’d meet an ever more grumpy local 

mountain guide, waiting for yet another group of clients and bemoaning his fate:  

such good weather meant he hadn’t had a day off for a month! 
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Our base was the Glenbrittle Memorial Hut, ideally situated at the start of the main 

path into the southern Cuillin.  It’s a very comfortable hut sleeping 20 people, with 

extensive kitchen and bathroom facilities and a good communal area for end of the 

day anecdotes, banter and drams:  well, with the Talisker whisky distillery only a 

short drive into the next 

valley, it would be rude not to 

sample the local produce. 

You couldn’t be better placed 

to take on one of the UK’s 

greatest mountain challenges:  

an end to end traverse of the 

entire Cuillin Ridge, between 

the summits of Gars-bheinn in 

the south and Sgurr nan 

Gillean in the north.  It can be 

done in a big single day push 

or at a more “leisurely” pace 

with an overnight bivvy.  It can include some short sections of rock climbing at 

around Severe, the awkward Thearlaich-Dubh Gap and the airy Naismith’s Route 

on the Basteir Tooth, but you can scramble around them if you prefer.  The only 

real ‘rule’ is that you take in all the summits on the ridge.  If you want to go for a 

record-breaking time there are a couple more rules:  all the climbing’s included, 

and you aren’t allowed a rope.  Good luck:  it currently stands at just under three 

hours!  Most of us mortals take a long day or two.  I guess the most important rule 

that applies to the Cuillin is this:  just get up there and enjoy some of the most 

beautiful mountain panoramas in the world.  Walker, scrambler or climber, the 

views are the same for us all. 

Plenty of our group did decide to tackle the full traverse and enjoyed a fantastic 

success rate, with three teams completing it, each with a different strategy.  Jason, 

Alice and Saki arrived with a plan and executed it perfectly, bivvying overnight.  

David and Paul opted for a minimalist shiver bivvy at the start.  Oren and Dylan 

came tantalizingly close but had to abandon when Oren injured himself topping 

out on Naismith’s Route.  Simon, Vic, Gail and Phillip left it late but then blasted all 

the way across on the Friday.  Apparently not feeling any need for a long lie down 

after such an effort, Gail then went on to run the Portree half-marathon the 

following day! 
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Surprisingly, one of Skye’s best scrambles doesn’t form part of the standard ridge 

traverse, being found on the outlying Bla Bheinn and Clach Glas.  Some claim Bla 

Bheinn is the most magnificent mountain on Skye, but there’s a lot of competition 

for that title! This area was also visited by an intrepid climbing team for an ascent 

of the classic VS The Great Prow. 

Clearly, a great many miles were covered by the team over the course of the week, 

but they weren’t all accomplished on foot.  Stuart explored some of the excellent 

mountain biking to be found all over Skye. Vic sampled the equally good sea 

kayaking and several members of the party went wild swimming in the well-known 

beauty spot of the Fairy Pools.  History draws a discreet veil over how modestly or 

otherwise they were clad and thankfully there are no photos available. 

Of course, there’s a lot more to Skye than the Cuillin.  In the north, the Trotternish 

Peninsula offers great walking among rock formations like the Old Man of Storr, 

another feature so strikingly unusual it featured in a blockbuster movie, the sci-fi 

Prometheus.  However, for an old rock climber like me, the other big draw is the 

vast amount of recently developed sea cliff climbing around Neist Point on Skye’s 

extreme west coast, the furthest west you can climb in the UK without having to 

take a boat.  There has been so much new routing here over the last 20 to 30 years 

that it now has a climbing guidebook all to itself.  Some of it starts at sea-level and 

some from easily accessed grass terraces, but it’s all on quality dolerite with great 

lines and good gear.  When you want a change from climbing with regal eagles and 

quizzical ravens on the Cuillin, you can join the dolphins, gannets and gulls at Neist.  

The friendliest area, known as Sonomara, is barely five minutes from the car park 

and a fine place to sample the delights of climbing by the sea, looking out over the 

lighthouse to the Western Isles.  This got numerous visits throughout the week, 

with routes getting done at every grade from first trad leads by Ursula and Chris, 

up to Pegboy at tough E1. 

 

  



Another area which proved popular was the Financial Sector, reached by an easy 

abseil from the clifftop and crammed with soaring lines up corners and cracks in 

the VS to E2 range.  Must do’s include Midas Touch (VS), Bridging Interest (HVS) 

and Security Risk (E1). 

But there is a disadvantage to 

making lists of must-do routes 

where Skye is concerned:  they just 

keep getting longer with each visit!  

There’s always something new to 

discover on this beautiful island.  

I’ll end by thanking Simon, for 

doing such a great job of 

organizing this year’s trip:  we 

were all particularly impressed by 

his ability to conjure up day after 

day of fine weather!  And finally, 

this now very well-established event in the AAC calendar wouldn’t exist without 

the sterling efforts of Mel Owen over many years. I’ll certainly be back next year, as 

will they. Why not join us? 

Andy Clarke 
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