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between the wintry storms were spells of 
calm and beauty.

I learned when and how to use 
crampons and the balancing benefits of 
an ice-axe-turned-walking-stick.

We took fake falls and became adept at 
using an ice axe for self-arrest.

The snowy whiteouts also offered the 
perfect opportunity for navigation 
lessons, using only a map and compass.

“You can’t always rely on a GPS for 
navigation in poor weather conditions,” 
said Mike. “And imagine if you were out 
for so long that the batteries failed.

“Winter walkers must know how to 
navigate the old-fashioned way.”

The Allt a’ Mhuilinn trail also provided 
the ideal location to see evidence of 
avalanche action. 

The valley looks up to the massive 
cliffs and buttresses of the north face of 
Ben Nevis. Recent and older avalanches 
were clear to see and Mike made it clear 
where he would and wouldn’t walk.

Back in the warm Pinemarten Café, at 
Nevis Range Mountain Resort, our guide 
gave further insight into avalanche 
awareness techniques. His course is part 
of a new Be Avalanche Aware initiative, 
which aims to give greater knowledge 

about how to read avalanche and snow 
reports.

Mike said: “There is much more to 
avalanche awareness than a glance at the 
reports on the Scottish Avalanche 
Information Service website.

“It’s important that you understand the 
reports leading up to your planned day out. 
It’s vital that you understand all the 
avalanche factors and make an informed 
decision about where to walk or climb.”

Making the right decisions before you 
head out into the snowy mountains – and 
knowing the right mountaineering skills – 
can be the difference between a safe day 
out or a dangerous one.

Learn more about winter skills with 
Abacus Mountaineering at www.
abacusmountaineering.com

The Scottish Avalanche Information 
Service is at www.sais.gov.uk

Look out for winter skills courses as part 
of the Fort William Mountain Festival at 
www.mountainfestival.co.uk
■ Thanks to volvo.com for the loan of 
the fantastic, four-wheel drive Volvo 
XC90, which gave much easier access  
to an upper forest car park at  
Nevis Range.
www.fionaoutdoors@aol.com
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Leading Scottish landscape 
photographer Colin prior 
tells us about a spectacular 
view from  Cardwell Bay, 
Firth of Clyde
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ulling crampons 
from my rucksack as 
the wind whipped 
snow from the 

ground into my face was 
not much fun.

And there was nothing enjoyable about 
fumbling with ice-cold hands to attach 
the awkward spikes to my boots. But 
within minutes, I was standing again, 
gloves on and feeling a lot more confident.

As I strode out on the snow-covered 
mountainside in the Highlands, I looked 
around at the magical landscape.

I saw tall peaks towering brightly above 
me and waves of sparkling snow 
unfolding before me. I heard the croaking 
of a ptarmigan – and then spotted it 
hopping from behind a large rock, almost 
camouflaged in its white plumage.

Winter walking in Scotland’s 
mountains has its challenges but the 
rewards are plenty.

Of course, safety is of paramount 
importance for wintry adventures. And it 
seems many more people are heeding the 
advice of mountaineering experts and 
signing up for winter skills courses.

My route to winter wonderland 
walking came through Abacus 

Mountaineering, 
based in Fort 

William.
Abacus founder 

and British 
Mountaineering 

Guide Mike Pescod 
said: “We want to 

encourage more people 
to enjoy Scotland’s 
mountains in winter. 

But we want to make 
sure they walk, climb 

and ski in safety.
“Many more 

people are now 
realising the 
benefits of expert 
tuition in 

planning, skills and equipment.” 
Across Scotland, you will find a host of 

guides and outdoors companies offering 
winter skills courses for walkers. 
Abacus Mountaineering’s course 
covers: 
■ Core skills, such as what to wear 
and how to wear it.
■ How to use your winter boots, ice 
axes and crampons.
■ Avalanche awareness.
■ Navigation.
■ Emergency response. 
■ A two-day course includes a 
snow-holing expedition.

My winter skills course took place in 
harsh weather. 

Winds on the Allt a’ Mhuilinn trail 
gusted at up to 100mph – and frequently 
knocked me off my feet.

We were blasted by torrential rain, then 
sleet and snow, followed by hailstones.

We had not ordered the weather but as 
Mike said: “If you never experience wild 
and precarious conditions, how will you 
ever know how to cope? Going out with a 
guide, learning winter walking skills will 
enable you to become more confident 
about your own wintry adventures.”

And Scotland’s weather is fickle. In 

More winter adventurers are 
realising the major benefits to 
be gained from undergoing 
expert tuition before heading 
out into the harsh conditions.

‘‘Having a 
guide and 
learning 
the skills 
will make 
you more 
confident

AIMING HIGH   
The testing Allt a’ 
Mhuilinn trail is 
the backdrop for 
winter skills course


