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Praise for Wilderness Dreams

‘Mike Cawthorne’s Wilderness Dreams takes us romping through some of Scotland’s wildest places: a canoe trip down the River Dee, a blizzard in the Monadhliath, the dangers facing the Flow Country in Sutherland. The heart of the book, though, is the story of an expedition across the Munros in 1986, accomplished on no money and with falling-apart boots, and despite an occasional over-excitement in the landscape description, this is exciting stuff, and it’s written with humanity, passion and a touch of anger. For anyone who loves the Scottish hills, this is a book to read.’

From the speech announcing the winner by Lord (Chris) Smith

Boardman Tasker Awards, Kendal, 16th November 2007

‘This is descriptive writing of a very high order. It could have been written by Stevenson, Buchan or Neil Gunn.’

Alan Taylor, Sunday Herald

‘Mike Cawthorne shows both his talent for writing and his deep affinity with the wilderness areas of Scotland in this book. I read his collection of essays in a very short time, finding each one hard to put down. As well as being a fascinating account of Mike's own experiences of hillwalking in Scotland, his essays are an enlightening education on the commercial greed that has damaged, and continues to damage, Scotland's natural landscapes. Read this book and you'll be absorbed, entertained, outraged, educated, humbled and, ultimately, inspired to experience the beauty of Scotland's wild places for yourself.’

Review by K Jackson on Amazon


Praise for Hell of a Journey

‘He is a marvellously evocative writer ... this is work born of a deep sense of connection and love’. Kathleen Jamie, Boardman Tasker Prize for Mountain Literature

‘Cawthorne is a great embracer of life ... his remarkable journey is not simply another travel tale pitting man against the elements; it has a political hue’. Scottish Review of Books

‘Mike Cawthorne can truly write. To some extent, the author was trying to find himself and the elusive secret of the appeal of the hills. He succeeds in describing that without appearing precious, no easy matter’ The Scots Magazine

‘... a man with mountains coursing through his blood’ High

‘Written with wry humour and illustrated with stunning photographs … this compelling book is testimony to his indomitable spirit’. The Scotsman

‘The style is refreshingly honest and extraordinary open in terms of the author’s emotions. We are privy to the inner and outer tortures brought about by spindrifts and steep climbs as every detail of his surroundings is captured in this fascinating diary’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A crazy idea but it makes for great reading’. Big Issue in Scotland.

‘Mike writes evocatively of the winter hills … his prose radiates a sense of serene contentment, whether he is battling to the tops or lying patiently in his tent waiting for the weather to improve. This is an engaging and heart-warming narrative, well-deserving of attention from hill-goers. Far from being a “hell of a journey”, this is a wonderful journey’. TGO.

‘Mike writes compellingly about the thinking behind such an apparently insane journey and you’re pulled through this book with a mixture of morbid curiosity and anticipation for when it all comes good’. Trail.
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Preface

I have always been drawn to wilderness. Growing up in a city I was lucky to live close to a large area of common land, about two square miles of wood and scrubby plain which, thanks to a community-minded politician and an arcane law, had somehow managed to escape the bulldozers and developers. An untidy oasis in a desert of suburbia, it was only accessible through a network of mysterious, semi-hidden pathways. As soon as I could ride a bike, with two or three friends we began to nibble at the edge of this jungle, in time growing more confident, broadening our range, until there was a day when we went to find the legendary Caesar’s Well. Lost in murky woods, having a tooth and nail battle with bushes and wiry brambles, crossing an oily stream to a strange savannah with yellow grass, following our noses and the sun, knowing only that we were a long way from home and that our mothers would be hopping mad. When we found the well it was choked full of black sludge and did not seem particularly Roman. But it didn’t matter; we’d had the best day of our lives.

While these early forays would later develop into a more specific love of mountains, they were never less than adventurous, fulfilling a childhood craving for space, freedom and discovery. Our common supplied all of that and more, a young explorer’s paradise with its chaotic vegetation, its apparent lack of human features and the dark rumour of a gypsy man living rough somewhere within it. A parentfree zone, it was unfenced, overgrown and, unlike the local park, you weren’t kicked out at dusk. It was free and it was freedom.

At the time I was probably no different from any other child in filling my head with the mythic worlds of fantasy writers and screen animators. I remember watching my first Disney flick in a smoky cinema, and sitting rapt in a crowded classroom as my primary schoolteacher read aloud CS Lewis’s Tales of Narnia. But I always found real places more alluring than imaginary ones. Thanks to free-spirited parents, even before I could walk, I was taken to distant parts of the country on wild camping trips (my father had an anathema for campsites) and saw at first hand the stone-covered mountains of the north, the windswept moors and dizzy coastlines. Under the cloak of parental tutelage I didn’t have the run of these places but I did climb my first mountain, Ben Nevis, and from that day my world changed.

Remembering where a love for the outdoors first began is a useful exercise, for somehow on that long journey from childish adventures to adult enjoyment something is lost – perhaps the very thing that drew us there in the first place. What we did instinctively and naturally as soon as we were able to walk has, by the time we reach our teens, become just another sport or pastime, burdened with all the baggage of justification. Activity has taken precedence over place. Something extraordinary happened to me on my first Scottish mountain, and I need an adult vocabulary to articulate it – the ethereal mist, the lunar rock, the sight and feel of snow in August, the terrible, sheer abyss of the north-face cliffs, a combination of all these or a recognition, however dimly, that I was being touched by something as loose and indefinable as ‘beauty’. It was nothing to do with numerical lists, with heights metric or imperial, with equipment or navigational aids or miles walked or feet climbed, nothing to do with ‘sport’, not about schedules or technical competence or graded ability.

All these surely are just layers of adult distraction heaped upon the innocent mind by commercial interests, by the crippling need to conform, the need to justify to others, and ourselves, why we return to these strange fields. Consider the botanist who marvels at the pigment of an orchid before knowing its name, before even recalling that he or she is a botanist; or the nascent geologist awed by shiny flecks of crystal in a fragment of rock before reaching for the magnifying glass. Beauty and curiosity come before analysis.

We need to remember why we go. Peel away the adult clutter and what we find in Scotland’s remaining wild places are the shadows of our childhood. This is what draws us back time and again. In the green tangle of our childhood common and atop the grey mountains – the essence of what I found was the same.

More people than ever before are now going to the wild places. By wild I don’t mean pristine nature, completely untarnished by human design, which in any case barely exists in Scotland, but areas where, visually at least, nature has the upper hand and holds most of the cards. These are realms we enter as strangers, embracing something that on an everyday level is unfamiliar. The strange, the beautiful, can be encountered in art galleries, at theatres and cinemas, in contemplation of bold architecture, even in functional monuments such as dams and factories, in the complex ingenuity of a machine. We do not need wilderness for a revelation of wonder or for the shock of the exotic. The experience of wilderness supplies something else – a connection with a broader, non-human reality, with the natural world, our ancestral roots. It is both an arena where we find ourselves and, happily, lose our way.

In the eight essays that follow I try to show that Scotland’s last wild places are unified not by the purpose of those who visit them but rather by what they find there. A commonality of experience links the long-distance walker with the skitourer, the mountaineer with the paddler, the crofter with the hermit, the conservationist with the hunter. Their tales of delight and self-realisation, of freedom and beauty, transcend any notion of ‘activity’ being an end in itself. They remind us of the world beyond the metalled road, a place with no signposts, where to travel is also to arrive.

Mike Cawthorne, 2007


Introduction Jim Perrin

In his verse-drama, Murder in the Cathedral, that takes as a theme the events surrounding the death of Thomas a Becket, TS Eliot reminds us that ‘Human kind cannot bear too much reality’. So instead we create some strange semblance, some version or approximation, to forestall the impact of the contingent upon our lives. We learn to live at ever-more-distant removes from the human condition of our forebears, allow our instinctual responses to become aetiolated, shaped, dictated to. Social animals, fearful of discomfort and solitude, exclusion and stigma, we are crowded into modes of being, the nature of which is defined by an insistence on acquisition and status. So-called ‘reality TV’ – frightening in the vacuity of its created vacuums – insists on winners and losers and manipulates to that end. Celebrity – the desire for which is simply predicated on the preenings of the ego, and which the best of humankind know at all costs to avoid – is promoted as a worthwhile goal in itself. The greater part of the population has opted for another Eliot formulation – ‘living and partly living’ – and there is nothing remotely great about that.

The writer Mike Cawthorne is aware of this, and has been impelled as a counterbalancing and restorative project to attempt for the remoter parts of Scotland a description of its essential qualities. He has read those celebrations of their own place (and how few of us now truly know such a thing?) by the great American wilderness writers Ed Abbey and Barry Lopez, and he has assimilated from them. Enjoyment and concern resonate from his text, and with them a grasp not only of the just phrase, but also of the nature of the problem the land faces. Of one of the rebel-and-reclusive cast-list of the lost who step out of the echoing corries of this book, he writes thus:

‘ … he did … for a good while at least, attain and achieve what increasingly eludes many of us: self-knowledge and the real meaning of freedom.’

We might choose to consider at this prompt what the real meaning of freedom is. Thirty or 40 years ago we were content to snuggle up alongside our own Bobbie McGhee and hold her tight whilst we sang out the wistful proclamation that ‘Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose’. What we got right in our then-simple-mindedness, our young persons’ certainty and assurance, was the link between freedom and loss. To move through wild regions is to know this. ‘Activity has taken precedence over place’, Mike writes, and he avers later that ‘It was not enough to look. I needed to feel and I’d never felt a river so animated, so alive. I was now a part of it.’

There is a necessary clue here. When we come truly to feel a part of the natural world, the barrier of the ego is removed and we become as one. This is the holiest of communions, as mystics down the ages have known. Dominance, self-assertion and relativism – the continual looking over one’s shoulder at others instead of viewing the glory around – fade away from us in that state; on which the natural world insists if we are truly to make contact, to experience the reality of our world. As to self-knowledge, the sense of our own smallness within creation is the necessary underpinning there. It is all too easy to go notionally into the wild, with self-importance and the badges of rank still upon us.

This observant, zestful, significant book is the record of a young man’s deepening relationship, quirky and caring, with the natural world. His unfinished journey towards wisdom is a path to which many will look with longing, and some will wish to follow, guided by their proper desire to lose the loud and wearing unrequitable importunity of self in the quiet beauty of natural creation. Through an undemanding and respectful love of which we may find some continuing presence of joy, and therein lies the wilderness dream …

Jim Perrin

Banff, Alberta, November 2006


1. A Tale of Two Rivers

With little ceremony we drag our heavily laden canoe through the trees, slide it down the bank and into the dark flowing river. Claire crouches and holds the gunwale. I step carefully aboard and settle onto the bow seat; Claire takes the stern. She nods. With my beaver-tail paddle I punt hard at the turf, pushing the bow out into the main flow. Caught suddenly by the swift current, we are away, running without effort, downriver.

We have put in just below a narrow, foaming, defile called the Linn of Dee, but now the river fans out and the first few hundred yards are steady and smooth. Fifteen miles from the actual source, the Linn is usually the highest navigable point for paddlers. Upstream and west of here, rocks, steep gradients and frequent falls make it a spate river only — plenty of scope for white-water kayakers but not for a couple of near novices in an open canoe.

It is 70 miles to Aberdeen. In our dry bags — securely lashed to the central yoke — we have tents, sleeping bags, grub for four days and clothes. We are wrapped in thick, tight wetsuits with buoyancy aids strapped to our chests and helmets close to hand. While neither of us has any intention of getting closer to the river than we are already, it is only best that we are prepared.

The flow quickens and we are taken through some easy rapids that make the craft bounce and rock a little, nothing really, but exciting for us greenhorns. A wet autumn has kept river levels high across north-east Scotland, and the Dee, draining 700 square miles of mountain, moorland and forest, is swift and deep with recent run-off. Despite the high levels there are still plenty of boulders to avoid; slamming into a large one our canoe slews to the right, but just before being swamped our momentum carries us past in a growling scrape. I yell my apologies to Claire; I’m supposed to be lookout but had seen the danger too late and shouted no warning. I now watch the river like a sharp-eyed heron.

The grey sky has a heavy look, the breeze is cold. When I run my hand in the water it feels icy, much of it having fallen as sleet or snow two or three thousand feet higher up in the Cairngorms. As we pick up speed again, from somewhere ahead comes a noise of disturbed water: the unmistakable signature-sound of rapids — large ones. I turn to look at Claire but there is little to discuss, instinct drawing us over to the bank where we beach and inspect the source of the noise. The main channel plunges down in a series of chutes, funnelled and hemmed-in by rocky platforms, a tongue of turbulence extending some way beyond. Spume like bath suds has collected in small eddies at the edge of the white water. Not only is it beyond our modest capabilities, it is far too early in the journey to be attempting something like this. Portaging our canoe around the obstacle isn’t easy either; the bank on which we have landed is steep and forested. Working in relays, we haul everything a hundred feet or so up to a kind of terrace: yellow dry-bags first, then the canoe, all 17 feet of it, man-hauling with ropes like Scott and Shackleton. Clouds of steam issue from our lungs in great exhalations, hearts thumping wildly; a blunt introduction to the travails of portage. Hardly an hour into our journey and already we feel in the thick of things.

Paddling again, the flow hurries us around a bend as we are joined by waters from a tributary to the north, the River Lui, sweeping past this and cutting through a choppy rapid. Some of the water slops over and swills about our gear and feet, the colour of fermented hops. I bellow guidance to Claire, ‘straight … keep straight, now left, leeeeft … ’ She responds by plunging in her paddle this side or that, employing it as a crude tiller, and we have more than a semblance of control. Another easy section, then a low booming roar — rapids, and we don’t like the look of them. An easier portage this time, past the dark and silent Muir Cottage, to a miniature sandy beach where the bow ploughs a wedge in the sand as it comes down the bank fully-laden. Although my knowledge of the Dee’s turbulent sections is sketchy I feel quite certain there will be no more serious white water before Invercauld, ten miles downriver. Claire is visibly reassured when I tell her. But there are rapids and accompanying standing waves, stoppers and funnels, which we ride in a flush of elation, excitement reaching a pitch when approaching a particular breaker we should sensibly have avoided, bracing ourselves and crashing through to accelerate down the chute and reach the velocity of a man running fast, turbulence transmitting through the hull to our feet, up our legs, to the seat of our pants.

In the thick gloom of a November afternoon we sweep past the pillars of old Victoria Bridge and strike a boulder, bounce right and pitch so much our gunwale teeters close to the surface. We are inches away from a capsize. Skewed off course, the current immediately pivots us back, yanks us forward — but not straight — and we take the next couple of waves badly, water coming over our starboard side. The liquid ballast now makes us lurch uncontrollably from side to side and at the first opportunity we make for the closest land to bail and shake ourselves dry.

With evening coming on prematurely it is increasingly difficult to see obstacles before we hit them, even harder to hold to the main channel. When we are sent on a wild spin by a sudden unseen eddy we decide it’s time to camp. In all the excitement we had forgotten the promise of the afternoon; no sooner were the tents up than it started to rain. It continued unabated through the evening, and probably the night as well.

A first look at the river in the morning made me swallow hard. The turbid brown flow was higher and wider. On a broiling summer’s day I had once crossed the Dee at this point and remember the blue transparency where mid-stream I lay floating on my back to cool off, the river as shallow and benign as a paddling pool. Now a dense implacable tongue moves past, scaly like a reptile’s skin, slow but urgent, heaving with incipient menace. Claire shuffles over half-awake and stares at it wordlessly. Our first conversation was on the possibility of abandonment. We had little experience of rivers in spate and no experience of the Dee. We discuss it over breakfast. What lured us into continuing was the unhurried state of the river in this broad high valley. The last great glaciation of upper Deeside had created a sluggish flow that in eight miles drops hardly 30 feet, a gradient so gentle it is only repeated on the last lazy miles before Aberdeen.

On the river today though will be no picnic. For the first hour the wind comes unchecked across the flood plain; drizzle beats into our faces and we must paddle hard just to keep warm. Slowly past a line of houses, all we can see of Braemar from our river-level position, past the gaunt castle as we swing back towards the road, on through Invercauld Estate by a great meander where the lack of gradient and gusting winds almost combine to push us backwards, upstream. We paddle with even more vigour. There were only a few nerves when approaching the road bridge, the current picking up, a throaty roar carried to us by the wind. Round the next bend we see it: a dance of white-capped waves, the great brown tongue of the Dee rolling away and out of sight, dropping, it seems, into the bowls of the valley. The Invercauld Falls. Only a few nerves because we had no intention of running them.

Before dragging our vessel, curiosity draws us along the footpath to view what we would be missing: a river-wide rust-coloured stew of turbulence, most rocks submerged beneath the broth, the noise almost drowning the whine of passing cars. Though awed by the spectacle, I suggest to Claire that with more experience and empty canoes we might have attempted it. Like oceans and high mountains, white water exudes a powerful attraction, and whoever chooses to embrace it must at least know their level. Invercauld Falls today was beyond ours.

Below the bridge and on our way again the Dee has changed. Forested hills whose crowns we can’t see tumble steeply to both banks, converging to narrow the valley so that the river has the feel and atmosphere of a mountain river. It is noisier, faster, studded with large boulders, these mostly residing just below the surface and betrayed by smooth bellies and raised white crests. Many of the boulders were dumped here a hundred and seventy years ago when the last great flood tore through the valley. The turbulence of this section is due to the gradient. In the next dozen miles the river will drop three hundred feet, running particularly furiously on the outside of bends. Curving and coursing it rolls like an out-of-control conveyor belt, and we in its grip, gliding past pine-thick haughs at six or seven knots, maybe faster. All we need do is weave a safe course through the menace of rocks and holes, the current so swift we paddle only to steer, and while I make the fine adjustments, Claire has the greater work of responding quickly to my guidance, shouted to her over the din of the river. She can usually see what we are attempting to avoid.

At regular intervals we cut through standing waves of two feet or more, their whitecaps often spilling over the sides of our craft which suddenly lists and rides lower. We struggle to control it. Seeking an eddy or calm section where we can beach and bail, it is becoming apparent they do not exist. So grabbing the painter I leap out of the moving canoe; as I do so the current catches the stern and pivots us around, slamming us into the bank. I wrap the rope around a tree root and Claire begins to bail but we soon discover it is quicker to remove all the gear, tip the boat onto its side and empty it in one go.

A little before the suspension bridge at Ballochbuie we ram a boulder, begin to spin and roll, and must paddle hard to straighten, not easy with the wind strong on our nose. From then on I concentrate even harder, scanning ahead for tell-tale glass helmets, standing waves and, most malign of all, stoppers — when after a sudden steepening the current reverses and if large enough can trap a flooded canoe, tossing it round and round. Seeking no heroics we choose always the easy way, the safe line, where the river might allow us to proceed, if we are careful. This pulsing mixture of adrenaline and excitement, mingled with caution, was why I had come. It was not enough to look, I needed to feel, and I’d never felt a river so animated, so alive. I was now a part of it.

Past the castellated mansion of Balmoral, grey through the driving rain, then a significant disturbance beneath the bridge at Crathie has me yelling at Claire that we should pull up for a closer look. But we underestimate the strength of the current and are sucked into the maelstrom, crash through one, two, three sizeable waves, our little craft shipping water, now half-full, pitching and bucking and threatening to sink. By some miracle we manage to keep it upright until reaching the bank. It is the closest we have come to abandoning our canoe.

Riding a flood river requires such tunnel-vision concentration we are mostly oblivious to our surroundings, which in any case are hard to make out through low mist and driving rain. Fiery streaks of bracken showed between mature stands of conifers; a slope of tumbled scree, skeletal arms of woodland, but nothing beyond. Lochnager, Mount Keen, and the snowy crests of the Grampians were out there somewhere.

Despite our exertion we feel numbed by the cold and in the woods by Coilerarch we haul the canoe ashore and dance about to put some warmth and looseness back into our limbs. The strain of canoeing in these conditions was beginning to tell as I clumsily cut myself on a tin of peaches, wrapping the wound temporarily with some duct tape; with only an hour left of decent daylight we had to camp soon at any rate. Ballater with its log fires and pubs was three miles downriver, 20 minutes at present speed, assuming no more stoppages. The thought cheers us no end.

In again, running some easy rapids, then plum ahead is the beginning of a large wooded island. In deciding which channel to ride we should have consulted the map, a brief glance at which would have revealed that the right, or southern, branch was longer and therefore less likely to be turbulent. Perhaps we were a little impatient to reach Ballater, because the map remained in its waterproof pocket, unchecked.

We head left down the main channel. When the boom of rapids becomes louder than usual and the standing waves larger and whiter than we’d yet seen I bellow a warning to Claire, who in any case can plainly see what was coming. My instinct was to portage, or at the very least to go ashore for a careful look, but the current is so strong we are not able to reach the main bank and instead we aim for a small stony islet which splits our channel — at least we could haul the canoe over this and avoid the worst of the white water. Too late. The flow quickens and although we paddle like never before we are sucked into the main chute towards high dancing waves, the zone of greatest turbulence, and can do absolutely nothing about it. The land drops, the river with it. ‘STRAAAAAIGHT!’ I yell to Claire and we lean back to keep the bow up, slamming into a couple of three- or four-foot curlers; the first washes over us, swamping the canoe, though somehow we keep straight. The second finishes us off. Losing buoyancy the canoe falters, rolls, begins to sink with the weight of us and all that muddy water. We tumble out as the canoe turns turtle and are taken down in the cushion of the flow. It feels horribly alien for the water to be suddenly up to my face, inches away. For a few terrible moments, completely disorientated, my feet bash against a hidden boulder, spinning me around, before I am dragged backwards through a foaming stopper. Claire is a couple of yards away, mid-stream. As I am still clutching my paddle I hold it out for her to grab, which she does, and pull her towards me, repeatedly shouting one word, ‘ASHORE!’, and start swimming for the nearest bank. It takes less than a couple of minutes to reach, though it feels a lot longer. Claire reaches it 30 seconds later.

Aided by a rough track that follows the river we chase after our canoe but after a day of tension and effort it is apparent we will never be able to keep up. We jog to the road and in a few minutes have a lift to Ballater from a stalker in a Land-Rover. While Claire informs the police that the occupants of an abandoned canoe are safe I stand on the deserted riverbank in the rain by the bridge and in the gloom scan the river with, it must be said, no working idea of how to land the vessel. How does one haul in a flooded canoe ten or 20 yards from the bank as it sweeps past loaded with two or three tons of water? Beyond my swimming out to meet it — not an option — there was nothing I could do, so when the gleaming upturned hull appears I watch it drift by, beneath the bridge and away. At the rate it was moving it would be in the North Sea long before dawn.

First we needed to retrieve Claire’s car, parked 25 miles upstream at the Linn. Her keys, of course, were packed in the canoe floating the other way. By reverse-charging some phone calls we manage to arrange a lift to Inverness where Clare had some spare keys, but it was hours away. In the meantime what do a pair of penniless washed-up paddlers wrapped only in wetsuits do on a perishing night in Ballater? Torrential rain caught in streetlamps drove at us as we roam about in a bid to keep warm, exchanging sour looks with youths at a bus shelter, involuntarily peering into tungsten-glow interiors of peoples’ front lounges. The sight of someone snoozing in a big chair before a blazing fire was too much. We take our shivering selves to the lounge bar of the Alexander Hotel by the bridge, and Claire had barely given our tale of misfortune to the pretty barmaid than we are pointed to a fireside table, offered piping hot coffee, soup, brandy, and receive concern, incredulity, and more drinks from a core of regulars that prop up the bar. On a wild night their warmth and cheer will never be forgotten.

From the Old Brig o’Dee on the outskirts of Aberdeen a dismal scene greets us. After retrieving the car we had driven through the night, arriving at dawn to begin the search for our abandoned canoe. Surveying west up the valley, the river was higher and wider than I have ever seen it, in places bursting its banks to inundate fields and woodland, a brown flooded expanse that had gobbled up our craft and its expensive cargo. Was it now, bobbing about in the North Sea, a piece of flotsam, a hazard to shipping? ‘Not a chance’, someone from Aberdeen Harbour Office said when we phoned them up. ‘It’ll be smashed to pieces long before it reaches the sea’.

A representative from the Scottish Canoe Association was a little more hopeful. ‘That hull is pretty bombproof. Search the banks. You might get lucky.’ So we did. It is 50 miles to Ballater by river, not all of it close to the road. Scouring a hundred miles of green riverbank for 17 feet of green plastic appeared a formidable task. We stopped at every bridge, wherever the road overlooked the valley, crossing sodden golf courses, tracing miles of riverbank in the rain, to Peterculter, Crathes and Banchory, where we lost the river for some miles, to Potarch and Kincardine, examining, with the aid of pocket binoculars, every flooded island, submerged terrace, brimful levee, the outsides of every bend. But it felt and seemed futile. Then at the snout of the wooded island opposite Aboyne and wedged under a fallen tree was our upturned canoe. Friendly local paddler Stuart Marshall went off to gather it. Somehow our gear was still attached, except one of Claire’s bags. The canoe had only sustained minor damage; like us, it had been lucky. With daylight ebbing we drove to Ballater, briefly calling in at the Alexandra Hotel, then towards the Pass of the Lecht in heavy torrential rain and high winds. The high route was blocked with fresh snow and we were forced out on a tortuous detour along barely passable roads, for hours it seemed, in a bid to reach Strathspey before it too sank beneath the deluge.

***

The first thing we do is run aground. A little pushing and rocking and we are able to float away again, the bank receding as we find the mid-stream current. Ballater in late May and it feels too warm for wetsuits, but we wear them anyway, along with our buoyancy aids, despite the river in many places being only a couple of feet deep. It hasn’t rained for a fortnight and almost all the water that flows with us originates from various high springs, notably from the Pools of Dee on the Lairig Ghru pass and the Wells of Dee 4,000 feet up on the Braeriach plateau. As a consequence — and we notice this immediately — the water has a limpid clarity, a glassy brightness that magnifies the colouration of pebbles on the riverbed: olive-green, aquamarine, ochre and opal. The sun is seen through a thick haze like a white blister, screening from us the great granite mountains that rise beyond the flood plain. Even Penneach Hill with its chalybeate spring, focus for many early visitors to Ballater, is a vague outline, pale as a cloud. A couple of tourists on the bridge in bright tee shirts wave lazily as we drift beneath the arches, Clive sounding a boyish echo for effect.

‘How about a float trip to Aberdeen,’ I’d suggested to Clive a while back.

‘Float trip?’ he said, a little uncertain. ‘You want to travel to Aberdeen on a raft?

‘No, by canoe’.

‘I’m not sure. Canoes have to be paddled and that’s a long way to paddle’.

‘Not really. The river will pull us along at a steady two or three knots so we will make progress whether we paddle or not.’

That seemed to swing it, although I’d forgotten to mention a few things. For instance, during low water some sections of the Dee become so sluggish headway is only possible by vigorous paddling. An easterly breeze, surprisingly common on the Dee, can blow a lazy canoeist to a standstill. The Dee is also blessed with some particularly fine rapids.

Clive’s lack of experience is clearly betrayed when he suggests, after ten minutes of steady progress, that ‘this kayaking thing should be a good laugh’. ‘Kayak?’ I say, a little thrown, ‘there are no kayaks here. This is a Canadian or open canoe, a name coined because the Canadians were the first to mass produce them’.

In fact they copied the birch-bark dugouts of North American Indians which are generally considered to be the first open canoes, journeying to communicate, to transport and hunt, and in a few remote and roadless parts of the world this is still their purpose. The modern single-seat kayak is a standardised echo of the skin-built Eskimo innovation, extraordinarily strong and used for hunting creatures sometimes far larger than itself. Generally speaking, when compared to kayaks, open canoes are harder to control in rapids, more prone to swamping and less able to recover from it.

But the nature of our craft doesn’t really matter. Canoe, kayak, raft, rubberised dingy, old inner tube, our experience will be more or less the same — we are going down the river. In most conditions you need only a little skill to safely manoeuvre an open canoe. On an easy stretch of river you can play about with different paddle strokes: what will happen if I do that … or that … and you learn fast, especially after running your first easy rapid. Of course coaching and training are there if you want them, where you will accomplish a plethora of different strokes, each with an attendant name; and from there you scale the levels of ‘proficiency’. The problem I have is when an enjoyable and easily-mastered pastime — such as canoeing — drifts into the realm of technical sport and becomes formularised, wrapped up in impenetrable jargon, unconnected. I’m interested in this tough plastic shell, a wonder of human ingenuity considering its lightness and strength, insofar as it will quietly and safely convey us down the Dee. For the rest it is about connection — with the landscape that drifts by, the water that rolls along with us, the superabundance of wild creatures we hope to encounter. It is their river not ours.

The first miles are gentle and easy and with no schedule we glide along unhurried, listening to birdcall and splashy flop of fish, to the sound of river around a stone or over a gravel bar. More than once we run aground on such a bar, with a coarse grinding of pebbles, somewhat annoying for it breaks our rhythm; from then on we always seek the deepest channel and swiftest flow. Our first rapids creep up almost unnoticed. Around a bend the river surface quickens and breaks into small jumpy waves. Unmoving among them, still as statues, are a minefield of callused boulders, all to be avoided if possible. I bark out brief and very specific guidance to Clive, who responds as best he can and for a beginner does pretty well, that is, we manage to miss most of the boulders. When one grips the smooth-bottomed hull and leaves us stranded mid-stream we attack it with our paddle blades, stabbing and pushing as if it were the jaws of a shark until we are free again, rolling the last waves to the next quiet section. Clive is animated and talkative with the thrill of it, especially after what appears to be innocuous-looking white water. He wants more of it he says. I smile. Don’t worry, I say, you’ll get plenty more.

Just when I think he has mastered the basics we almost take out a fisherman. I have heard local ghillies boast that the Dee is among the finest half-dozen salmon rivers in Scotland, a boast reinforced by the size and number of fish caught each year. The privilege of a week’s fishing on one of the more famous beats can cost a small fortune. It’s an open question whether a passing canoeist actually harms the chances of an angler but as a matter of courtesy one should pass slowly, with minimal paddle disturbance and, bearing in mind how far a fly or a spinner can be cast, at a safe distance.

The man fishing the pool downstream of a short noisy rapid, his back to the flow, obviously can’t hear us as we dart and swerve past some boulders. Making for the left bank, well wide of the hunter with a rod, Clive over-paddles and we are taken on a wild spin towards the pool with the fishermen standing in its centre. A shout turns him round. He sees us with seconds to spare, furiously reels in his line, and with a bark of disapproval he shuffles towards the safety of the bank.

Fishermen notwithstanding, the Dee is an unlikely wilderness. The name ‘Dee’ itself has been variously interpreted by Celtic scholars as ‘dark’, ‘smooth’, or ‘doublewater’, the last referring to perhaps the river’s twin source in the Cairngorms. For its first 15 miles it tumbles unmolested through remote mountain country, but from the Linn onwards is rarely more than a mile from a public road. The interests of game fishing and flood prevention have long been meddling with its natural features. Some of the riverbanks are shored-up with flood-repelling boulders; private tracks have been laid, allowing easy access for anglers who like to haunt the quiet pools, some of these created by the building of stony promontories to slow the main current and provide a resting place for migratory salmon.

Despite this tampering the river is still largely wild and free, responding naturally to spate-surge and drought, and I suppose it would have taken state communism or Pol Pot himself to throw a high wall across the valley and create a silt-trap 20 miles long. That this has never happened, or is never likely to, is due largely to the noble salmon and its wealthy pursuers.

Beyond the shield of natural woodland enclosing the river, much of the valley is manicured meadow roamed by domestic beasts, some of it heather moorland, plenty of it planted conifer. Widely spaced villages and the small town of Banchory mark old fording points, and when compared to the surrounding hills and mountains, particularly to the south, the Dee corridor is a relatively crowded place. Yet that is not our impression on this quiet day in early summer; hardly a house we pass (for obvious reasons one assumes) and the roads for the most part are screened by trees and run high above the valley, unheard and unseen, out of mind, as detached from the river as we are from the land.

Languishing and wide, broken only by our sleek craft when urged on with paddle strokes, we appreciate this illusion of remoteness and for a long time see nobody except solitary fishermen who, with hand or mouth, acknowledge our passage and, I like to think, our right to be sharing the river — though a man with dark glasses and a creased face scowls as we pass. Is he blind to the delightful scenery, a sylvan vision of wooded slopes tapering to the serene and slow drift of the river? A heron on a boulder is caught in a trance, as is a kestrel that hovers above us on shimmering wings. Buzzing flies spin lazy orbits inches from the glassy surface of the river, living dangerously. We stop paddling, listen to the honks and squawks of birds, the random splash of fish, the crackle of something in the bushes, then, for a short time, nothing … except a distant and toneless vibration. Seamlessly the noise rises. In a minute it has reached a low booming echo that fills the valley. Rapids. A curve in the river reveals the pregnant threat: lumpy water and rocks trailing white scarves, a zone of turbulence straight ahead. Jolted into action, I work on finding a favourable line, decide on it, change my mind at the last moment as a stopper appears from nowhere, and shout at Clive to go hard left. But it is easier than expected, slicing through and rolling with the waves, spray coming over the sides, paddling fast to keep to our crooked, boulder-swerving course. The rapids are a joy, especially as we manage to stay dry and above water.

After Dinnet Bridge the river settles again into its gentle habit, sweeping unhurriedly across its flood plain in great meanders. The River Tannar joins from a thickly wooded valley to the south and we pass the jungle-covered island with equally impenetrable tree cover, where we’d found our bruised and battered canoe among other flood debris 18 months ago. You don’t see much of Aboyne from our level, or from any level, the wealthy residents preferring to live in leafy seclusion, but we saw the pub by the arched bridge, stopped, and supped our pints in the milky light of afternoon.

For some reason the roads now climb away from the valley until they can be neither seen nor heard; fine by us, and we enter a remoter unpopulated stretch, the quietest since the Cairngorms, past a necklace of scrubby islands and a south bank where spangly woodland comes right to the river’s edge, beyond even where fishermen tread. Opposite one of these islands we jump ashore and haul our craft up a steep bank and onto a luxuriant strip of grass. We lay out our bivy sacs and debate the merits of satisfying our thirst with river water. It looked good, eminently drinkable in fact, and I am pretty thirsty. No river these days of course can legally be used as a conduit for raw sewage or industrial effluent, but we had passed by some farms and few of them are completely without chemicals and slurry lakes. ‘Boiling it for about twenty minutes should make it safe’, Clive suggests. ‘Twenty minutes! I can’t wait that long’. While Clive heats the water I set to work on some Indian cuisine. Chinks in the smoky cloud allow the sun to douse our surroundings in coppery light, a perfect setting to while away what is left of the evening, discussing the day’s adventure. It is close to midnight before night draws its curtain. The growl of a jeep comes from somewhere on the far bank and we see a moving beam of artificial light. It vanishes around the fold of a hill, the last fisherman on his way home. We have the river to ourselves.

Early next morning and long before it was time to get up I notice the river had risen; it was running faster and generally making more noise. Half awake I rub my eyes and for a moment I feel that this is strange. Not a drop of rain had fallen during the night and the weather was quiet and settled. Without question the surge was an echo of an event much further west, a cloudburst in the Cairngorms or along one of the Dee’s feeder rivers. By the time we sat to eat breakfast the river had dropped to the previous night’s level and resumed its leisurely character.

One of the most extraordinary and persistent features of the Dee is its purity. At low water, when little sediment is carried, as far as Peterculter the river glints with transparency, which is surprising given that by then it will have brushed alongside many villages and farms. A vivid symbol of this purity came later in the morning when we circled into a small eddy and climbed ashore. Among the shingle was a scatter of old mussel shells, striking for their large size and elliptical shape. In the 19th century freshwater pearl mussels could be found liberally on hundreds of British riverbeds; so they were found, plucked like golden plums by pearl hunters or poisoned by industrial synthetic pollution. Today they are present in only a handful of colonies, almost exclusively on Scottish rivers, and of these probably the most vibrant and healthy are on the Dee. The clarity we experienced was due partly to these shellfish for they provide the river with its natural filtration. A fully-grown adult can live to over 150 years and filter as much as ten gallons of water a day, removing crud and detritus. The shells we found were almost certainly victims of pearl hunters.

It is a bright and sunny morning with sharp shadows and a strong glare on the water. The warmth makes Clive querulous about the need to be clothed in these thick and constricting wetsuits. I explain that beyond their wonderful insulating qualities they provide a protective layer only fully appreciated when you are immersed in water, bouncing along a shallow, rock-strewn riverbed. Pondering this image, Clive is quiet for a moment.

‘You think there’s a chance we are going to be bounced along the riverbed?’

‘Well that depends on my route finding and your reactions’.

‘So it’s quite likely then’.

At Potarch Bridge, where the river has its most abrupt tumble since Invercauld, we are probably going to find out. In spate conditions the only hazard are large standing waves but today, with levels low, the entire flow is channelled into a narrow gully before cascading over a small drop. Even conceding the limited manoeuvrability of our canoe there was no question of us avoiding this. To improve our chances of success — measured by staying dry and keeping the boat upright and afloat — we first portage our gear to below the falls. By a deep and placid pool a picnicking family look on in lazy anticipation.

Back above the fall, helmets tightly on, hearts thumping a little faster, we push into the main flow, the current immediately swinging us around in a narrow arc and downstream, straight for the drop zone. For a moment our bow soars clear then plunges steeply into the turmoil. A more skilled bowman might have saved us, but as we ride up the first crest in that angry tongue below the falls we are hopelessly unbalanced. Waves come over thick and fast and we plunge out of control, into the next trough, both of us jumping out before the canoe keels over and completes its capsize. A ‘bear hug’ is what you must avoid in these situations, when a paddler is caught between a waterlogged canoe weighing several tons and a rock.

Clive is laughing, from relief I think, well before he reaches the rocky bank. I stay in the water to retrieve the canoe which labours in the middle of the pool. In less than ten minutes we are on our way again.

The six miles from Potarch to Banchory are the most turbulent on the river downstream of the Linn, and because of this the most frequently paddled. Dropping 100 feet in only a few miles, it can be a scary ride during high flood with standing waves reaching six or seven feet in a couple of notorious places. During such times only a hardened, experienced paddler in the sealed unit of a kayak will try his or her luck. In the spate 18 months before we would certainly have had to portage a number of the rapids, but today, the river benign and low, I wanted to ride them all.

It is a beautiful stretch as well, the Dee shrugging off the main road and sliding into a deepening valley of mixed woodland that echoes with birdsong. There are many boulders to wend through and around — nothing too demanding, though it’s quite apparent from our general speed that the current is quicker now, the river having more urgency and bustle.

I see the frenzy of whitecaps minutes before we pull the canoe onto the shore and investigate. There is some truth to the claim that the Cairnton rapids present more of a problem at low water. Here are a series of short tumbling falls, each divided and thrown into further confusion by fields of boulders. To weave a safe line will require a cool head and a level of technical competence we had yet to demonstrate. We cart our gear a couple of hundred yards along the soft bank, and on our return mentally fix our line; but could we remember it? Convoluted and wayward, there were plenty of rocks to hit if we got separated from our vessel. Clive was right when he said that if we came out here we would get a ‘serious kicking’.

To get our entry just right we paddle hard across river, swing downstream and are sucked into the mêlée. First up is a stopper that pours over the gunwales, then a just a flash of images: looming shiny boulders narrowly missed, sun-flecked water churning and frothing on both sides, some getting in, everything happening so fast. For a moment we are snared and begin to roll but the force of the current hauls us over, into a narrow gushing channel, swing right and the tails spits us out. The whole episode lasts about 30 seconds.

We empty the canoe of water, gather up our gear, paddle off, gently now, waving to some ladies thundering by on horseback, laughing, ready for anything. Exultant and happy, we had served our apprenticeship and were freemen of the river. We were also a little tired and keen to be at Banchory for a drink and a good meal. The message from our stomachs meant that the Invercannie rapids, a little further on, were given only one long steely glance. This time there were fewer boulders, just a long curving chute of white water ending with some fair-sized waves. A nod from Clive: ‘Let’s do it’. Buoyed and confident from our last success we don’t even bother unburdening our canoe of gear — just strap on our helmets and accelerate through the narrows. As at Potarch, we run the rapid but are caught by the waves, curling three-footers in quick succession. Water floods in, the canoe begins to sink, and I flop into the river. Clive is there as well, bobbing beside me like a large cork, his face frantic, a picture of worry as he hits one rock after another, spinning round and back into the racing current. ‘On your back, feet first!’ I yell above the turmoil. A broad eddy comes to our aid. I half-swim, half-wade to the shore, run along the bank after our canoe which lists, full of water though still upright, trailing our gear like sea anchors. I drag everything towards the shiny black figure of Clive who is sprawled on the grass and watching the proceedings with a dazed stare. The mix of idle cruising and white-water drama is all a bit surreal. So is Banchory when we join the milling, ice cream-sucking tourists, our frogmen outfits making us overdressed and conspicuous among the shorts and sun-hats. We were 21 river miles from Aberdeen.

***

There lived in Deeside recently a lady who as a small child first learnt of the great flood of 1829 from a man who saw it for himself. The summer of that year had been memorable for other reasons as well. May, June and July were stiflingly hot with a prolonged drought that many feared would wither their crops. The aurora borealis then appeared with ‘uncommon brilliancy’, to some an auspicious event because frequent downpours later that month brought relief for farmers. The weather seemed to settle into its normal pattern. On 3 August, after a remarkably bright and clear summer’s day, it all changed. A strong wind from the Cairngorms brought unusually heavy showers, these merging into a continuous downpour. By mid-afternoon the storm had reached a ‘perfect hurricane’, raking down the valley, herding dense clouds of rain like spindrift. Accompanying the deluge were vivid flashes of lightning that some described as ‘liquid fire’, followed by terrible ear-splitting thunder. For some of the older villagers, the inexorable rise of the Dee and its tributaries would have rekindled nightmares of the devastating flood of 1768. At 11pm the rain eased, the river appeared to fall, and everyone went to their beds confident the worst had passed.

According to Thomas Lauder who interviewed residents in the immediate aftermath, at between one and two o’clock in the morning many people on Deeside believed with complete conviction that the end of the world was upon them. At Ballater the river breached its banks and burst through the village, one terrified villager watching as dark floodwaters climbed his stairwell at the rate of a foot every ten minutes. Thomas Telford’s new bridge succumbed to the onslaught. The locals, now on higher land, watched dumbstruck as the impressive stone arches collapsed one by one, sending huge pulsing waves through the flooded dwellings.

At first light the Dee in many places had risen 15 or 16 feet and had broken its banks almost everywhere and inundated hundreds of yards of land across its flood plain. Carts, hayricks, drowned farm animals, household furnishings, whole trees, great boulders and thousands of tons of sand, shingle and gravel (along with some unfortunate souls who were in the wrong place at the wrong time) had all been carried along by the surging muddy tide. The ghastly sound of rocks and boulders jarring together as they were dragged along the riverbed would haunt local memory. The tributary of Quoich, draining the great plateau of Ben Avon, swept away a larch wood and a little further down removed the ornamental gardens of Mar Lodge, leaving Lord Fife’s lawns and herbaceous borders under a treacle of mud. In the flats before Invercauld the river grew to a quarter of a mile wide, and where the Girnock Burn joins the Dee close to Ballater, new channels burrowed out new islands. The flood destroyed almost every field it submerged, not only washing away the crops but dumping tons of gravel, sludge and silt many feet deep.

Arguably even greater events went unseen in the mountains. On most days, the crossing of the Luibeg burn, which is fed by the south-facing flanks of Ben Macdui and Derry Cairngorm, is nothing more than a tricky boulder-hop. That night, swollen to vast proportions, the Luibeg gouged out deep trenches on the higher slopes, transporting downriver a huge tonnage of granite blocks and sand. As it turned east towards Glen Lui this cargo was casually dumped to create an accumulation 150-yards wide and a quarter-of-a-mile in length. It remains there today, a slope of strewn boulders, a tangible reminder of the power of the flood.

Geomorphologists and river scientists will tell you the 1829 flood was a ‘once-in-a-thousand-year event’. It pushed beyond existing equilibrium thresholds; it created as well as destroyed, rearranging the drainage basin, extending the flood plain; it undermined a formerly stable system to such an extent that even today the shock of it still faintly echoes and the river and its considerable catchment is still making adjustments. The ‘muckle spate’ left an indelible groove on the psyche of everyone who witnessed it, and though largely unwritten, their stories are still part of the collective memory of Deeside, retold even to this day.

***

From Banchory we sidle through a landscape that is increasingly gentle and bucolic. There is a well-worn prosperity, where agriculture and leisure mingle to an extent that we saw almost no evidence of industry until the very outskirts of Aberdeen on the following day. The riverbank is estate land, large estates, small estates, ‘old money’, its legal owners reading like the pyramid crest of the aristocratic and commercial: Her Majesty’s acres at Balmoral, a captain, a viscount, Sir somebody who is a trustee or owns a trust or an Estate Ltd. It’s a pattern replicated throughout the Highlands, only here there are greater returns, from fishing and shooting lets and, with a kinder climate, from some of the most fecund agriculture in Scotland.

But the solvency of the Dee and its moneyed banks mean little to us on this summer’s afternoon. The river is seductive enough on its own, its quiet splendour and beauty, its wildlife that seems so much richer than on a mountainside. Perhaps this is because a floating craft allows you to approach with stealth, not scaring things off with the pounding of feet. Gentle paddling, or stock still, the current taking us, we merge with the moving river, the one constant in the lives of the animals that live and feed on its banks. Do they notice us? They certainly ignore us, or maybe our ease dissolves their concern and we become accepted by the low-flying oystercatchers, the lapwings, wagtails, sandpipers, house martins, by the fat wood pigeons who have cause to be cautious, the ducks and ducklings. The only creatures that pay us any attention are herons, or maybe just a single heron for the one we see is always solitary, perched and poised, still as a rock, unafraid of our passage and curiously aloof as we pass. I have a sense that it watches me with intense scrutiny just when my head is turned. Is it animal curiosity or can it smell traces of deep-fried batter that recently passed my lips, believing a fishy meal to be lurking close by? Who knows? Its presence was a congruous part of our time on the river.

Although in no great hurry I sometimes have a sense that Clive is not meeting his quota of paddle strokes, not equalling the effort of my own lusty drives. Having no rear-view mirror it is a suspicion only, and when I turn suddenly I catch him shifting uncomfortably in his seat, his paddle idle.

‘I’ve got cramp’.

‘How come?’

‘Too much sitting, too much paddling’.

‘So let’s stop’.

And we do, for the next mile, for more than a mile, drifting, becoming a part of the river as a floating piece of timber, at the casual mercy of clucking waves, of currents and riffles and surface breezes. Feet hanging over the gunwale, I lean back and watch the swaying woodland, the slow drift-by of hill crowns and cloud-smudged sky. Creatures do the talking, the honking, calling, and trilling, the orchestra of bird language filling the air with the vibrancy of life. Gazing into the river which, even here in its lower course, retains a sharp clarity; there are solitary eels and shoals of tiny char. In an extravagant display a salmon leaps clear of the river, silver in the sun, tail curling and twisting in an effort to reach a fly. There can be few more spectacular ways to die. Another fish jumping, again and again, heading upriver towards us, though by now we realise it’s not a fish but an otter. Long and sleek, it passes so close we can see its whiskery muzzle and webbed paws. Either this shy creature hasn’t seen us or is indifferent to our presence.

Land creatures we may be but so happy and at home are we on the river we no longer need the banks and their inanimate clutter. Superfluous to our progress, they pass like countryside through the window of a slow-moving train, with a detached curiosity. We are the river now, wrapped around by its somnolence, its slow energy, sometimes its inertia. The land might as well be illusion; that is until we stop, beach, crawl into some long grass, seeking the shade of a grove of Scots pine. An occasional vehicular grumble comes from the road that is less than a mile away up the hill. A couple of canoes drift by, the occupants, like us, in no haste; the only other paddlers we have seen on the river in two days.

It feels cooler as we approach the small wooded islet close to the medieval ruin of Drumoak church. In the heart of rural Aberdeenshire it would make an ideal camp spot but with plenty of daylight left we paddle on around the north channel, pleased that the current here races a little and whisks us along. About midway we notice a small creek overhung with trees vanishing into the bowls of the island. Worthy of an investigation we impulsively steer towards it. The entry is a short scurrying sluice not wholly visible from our low angle. I warn Clive we need a sharp left at the run-out if we are to avoid the outstretched arm of a tree. Either we’re surprised by the strength of the current or lulled into unreadiness by the hours of easy paddling, but we react too slowly and are hooked like a salmon, me high and dry on the branch, Clive going over the side. He waits with the canoe at the next bottleneck, smiling. I’m glad he finds it funny. Deciding that it is too narrow and overgrown to be paddled safely, I hold the stern, Clive the bow, and marshal it along the creek back to the main channel.

Helped by some paddling we dry out a little and continue on for another hour or so, pulling ashore finally on a shingle bar two miles from the town of Peterculter; the beginning of the end. This old town is the first of a number which have more or less merged to create a suburbanised seven-mile corridor to Aberdeen. Between this development and the river there is still thankfully a green cushion of common land, strips and fragments of woodland, and a couple of golf courses. The rural idyll strokes the very edge of the city.

Settled and waiting for our tea a roe deer skips down to the river, splashes across and vanishes like a ghost into the foliage on the far side. Later during the grey twilight we see the striped head of a badger emerge from some gorse bushes, sniff the air, and scurry like mad for cover. In tall grass we lay out our berths: sleeping bags in a breathable outer shell, an arrangement kept simple by modern fabrics — no need for a tent; we will sleep in the open again, under the illusionary sky, with nothing between ourselves and the stars. This journey could be more comfortably achieved by using hotels and inns which cling to the banks, the evenings passed in a waxy dining room or the alcoholic haze of a bar, the river and our exertions quietly forgotten. More ‘holiday’ than experience I suspect, but I know we would have mourned the missed hours when the other half of residents come out to hunt and play, the badger, bat and otter, the insomniac oystercatcher; we would have missed the Dee as it is now, transformed by a yellow moon into a faintly rippling scarf of silk. An owl hoots, Clive snores. A questing breeze comes down the valley from the west. I think I can smell the stony air of the mountains.

For a last time we cut our bond with the land and glide out to the middle of a river which is now wider, more expansive, and is thinking of the sea. There’s not much to expect from this last section, the last eight miles, but we are surprised again. Passing the Bridge of Culter, the channel bifurcates around a sizeable island. While the main flow issues north in a long lazy meander, we swing right for the shorter channel, one likely engineered by the 1829 flood. After the open character of the river here was a dark and narrow creek that could barely sniff its way through a dense temperate jungle. Boughs and canopies intertwine and arch overhead, blotting out the sky, making the water look black and fathomless. Around us there is an all-pervasive tang of rotting vegetation, the stench of swamp. It is easy to believe no human has ever come this way before.

After a long ocean crossing a sailor will smell land because it’s a new if faintly-remembered odour. Our noses detected the approaching city some distance before we saw and heard it — fumes from factory, a nauseous whiff of fat frying, a brewery. To be honest we had little appetite for the city. Aberdeen was not the longed-for place on our compass; merely recognition of journey’s end. Like most modern cities it had long outgrown its river, keeping it now at a safe distance between sturdy embankments, little more than ornamentation save for the last mile which serves as a busy harbour and port. Too large and amorphous, too unreflective of what we had been through, we approach with some reluctance.

A man stands motionless on the Old Brig o’Dee in a half-silhouette, watching us. He lifts his arm in a kind of salute as we drift gently beneath the old arches and into the salty embrace of the city.
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