BY CIRCUMMAVIGATOR ROEB
WILKINSOM (UK CHAFTER)

A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO,

| STUMBLED UPON A
MESMERIZING PHOTO OF A
ROWBOAT GLIDING THROUGH
A MIRROR-LIKE LAKE, IN
BEAUTIFUL SUNSHINE, WITH
VIBRANT GREEN TREES
PERFECTLY REFLECTED ON
EITHER SIDE. AFTER SOME
INVESTIGATION, | LEARNED
THAT THIS WASN'T A LAKE
BUT A SCOTTISH ‘LOCH. THIS
DISCOVERY LED ME DOWN
THE RABBIT HOLE OF ROWING
EXPEDITIONS IN SCOTLAND,
WHERE | FOUND OUT YOU

CAN ROW THE WIDTH OF

THE COUNTRY, FROM FORT
WILLIAM ON THE WEST COAST
TO INVERMESS ON THE EAST
COAST, A JOURNEY OF ABOUT
100 MILES, IN LESS THAN A
WEEK, FOLLOWING THE
GREAT GLEN WAY.
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I've done a bit of rowing in the past;
however, this was to be my first time in an
open cance. Typically, the trip is led by a
guide, but with my experience as a ship's
captain and my teammate Bran's former
special forces background, we figured

we were adequately qualified to travel
unsupparted and managed to convince the
rental company the same.

We set off by car early on a Saturday
maming under clear skies, but almost on
cue, as we crossed the border and saw the
sign ‘Welcome to Scotland’, the weather
turned. The rain started and, barring a brief
intermission two days later, it didn't stop
for the next week.

After arriving in Fort William, we checked
into our hotel, before heading into town
for a bite to eat and to sample some local
whiskies—an essential part of the
Scottish experience.

DAY 1:
THE ADVENTURE BEGINS

We woke up early the next morning, fueled
by a hearty breakfast (complete with
hagagis), and collected aur canoe at the
top of Meptune's Staircase. Before setting
off, we made a quick detour into town to
grab some last-minute essentials: freshly
ground coffee, a good battle of whiskey,
steaks for the fire, and a couple of Jimmy
hats (Google 'Scottish Jimmy Hats' if
you're curious). After a guick call home—to
say goodbye and hear about the amazingly
hot surnmer's day they were having in

the south of England—we set off on our
Scottish adventure in the rain, heading
towards Loch Lochy.

In & twa-man canoe, the heaviest (and
ideally most experienced) person takes
the rear to steer. This responsibility fell to
me. Never having rowed together before,
we spent the first few hours zigzagging
our way down the loch until we found our

rhythm. We rowed for six hours that day,
eventually finding a picturesque bay on
Loch Lochy's shore for our first night of
wild camping. Once we had our bashas
(improvised shelters) set up and our gear
out of the rain, we celebrated the start

of our expedition with flame-grilled rump
steak and made good use of nature's
refrigerator by chilling a couple of beers in
the Loch!

DAY Z:
RAIN, LOCHS, AND MIDGES

Despite the rain's best efforts to infiltrate
our shelter, we managed to sleep
reasonably well. However, aur sleeping
system was compromised, with water
soaking into the ropes and slowly seeping
into the silk of our harmmocks. This meant

a potentially uncomfortable night to come,
but that's all part of the adventure.

After breakfast and a brisk wake-up wash
in the loch, we packed up and swapped our
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ASCOTTISH CANOE

warm, dry clothes for yesterday's wet ones.
Our route that day took us through the rest
of Loch Lochy and into Loch Qich, requiring
us to unload and carry our canoe and gear
around three small boat locks along the
Caledonian Canal. It was scenic, but we
were glad to reach Loch Cich.

Our second campsite was a flat meadow
halfway along Loch Oich, flanked by trees.
Az if by magic, the rain stopped just as we
arrived, and the sun came out for the first
time in two days. We laid out our sleeping
gear to dry and set up camp. Whilst the sun
was very welcome, the cloud of midges it
brought, not so much!

It was quite late by the time we'd eaten.
The break in the weather changed our
mood and we broke out the whiskey and
cigars. There wasn't a cloud in the sky and
with no light pollution, the heavens were on
full display! At some peint, one of us looked
at the time and it was 3:30 am—we'd been
expecting it to be around 11 p.m.!

DAY 3:
THE DISCOVERY OF

HAGGIS (THE FIGUREHEAD,
NOT THE FOOD)

We awoke to a clear sky and packed up
camp after breakfast. It didr't start raining
again unitil we were back in the boat, which
was okay with us. We rowed to the end

of Loch Qich and took a lunch break on a
beach near the start of the canal system. It
was here that we found the third member
of our team, whom Bran affectionately
named 'Haggis.” Haggis began life as the
head of a local sheep and became our
boat'’s figurehead and good luck charm.
After lunch, we continued down the canal
to Fort Augustus.

Famished, | managed to track down
some Scottish delicacies at the local fuel
station—a Bridie (Scotland's attemnpt at a
Cornish pasty), a Macaroni Pie (yes, it's
exactly what it sounds like), and a Tattie
& Bean Scotch Pie (mashed potatoes
and baked beans in a pie crust). It wasn't
gourmet, but it did the trick.

Leaving Fort Augustus, we rowed into Loch
Mess, making camp about a third of the
way along. With the wind picking up, we
found a sheltered spat and hunkered down
for the night, preparing for a tougher

day ahead.
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DAY 4:

LOCH NESS AND
LOW-FLYING JETS

| woke early the next morning to the
unmistakable sound of approaching
aircraft. & pair of RAF fighter jets on a low-
level training flight a few hundred meters
from us flew the length of Loch Ness, just
50 feet above the water. As unbelievable as
this was, reality soon set in—they'd traveled
the length of the Loch in around 4 seconds
whereas it was going to take us a full

twa days!

We'd been bathing in the lochs every
morning of the trip and this morning was
no exception. It was however rather fresh!
Being so deep, Loch Ness is famed for
halding rere water than all the lakes in
England and Wales combined. It's due to
this volume of water that the loch stays a
balmy five degrees celsius all year round.

The wind had increased overnight. Luckily
it was behind us; however, we knew we'd

need our wits about us! It was going to be
along day on the water as we were to row
the remainder of the length of Loch Ness,
though we did have the first civilization of
the trip to look forward to. Close to where
we intended to camp in the evening was a
pub and we'd have definitely earned some
cold refreshments by the end of the day.

We tried to stay close to the shore for the
most part, even then the swell was still
taller than us at times and we ended up
surfing a lat of the way, constantly battling
the boat's heading. The campsite was at
the apposite end of the beach to where
we'd land, so we knew at some point we'd
have to attemnpt to cut across, or else carry
the boat and all our gear 1.5km. We waited
as long as possible and then decided to
make the turn for the campsite. We quickly
aborted this plan as the swell tried to rol
us out of the boat and resigned ourselves
to a beach landing.

With the wind gusting 30-40 knots and the
swell having had the entire length of Lach
Mess to build, we'd be surfing ento the
beach. Ordinarily, it wouldn't have been sa
bad - even if it did end in disaster - however
with 50 or so tourists an the beach all

with their cameras out, looking for Nessie,
if it did go wrong there'd be no escaping
hurniliation! With me steering and shouting
from the rear, and Bran paddling for his life
at the bow, we managed to time it perfectly
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and surfed straight in, where a local

windsurfer kindly grabbed the bow so we
could jump out and the three of us pulled
the boat up the beach out of harm's way.

We made it! Now we had the thankless task
of carting everything up the beach before
we could even think about setting up camp.
Being next to the pub, the Dorres Inn, we
made an executive decision and decided to
go for a well-eamed pint first!

The wind was relentless, but we managed
o get some sleep with the Bashas set low
and the opening into the wind, minimizing
the risk of them tearing. We decided to put
our mattresses on the ground in this wind
tunnel and sleep out in the open. With the
wind as it was, we wouldn't need to worry
about midges.

DAY 5:
THE FINAL PUSH

Our last day on the water started with a
challenge—with the wird having blown
for over 24 hours onto the beach, we
needed to get off the beach and round
the headland into the final stretch of Loch
Mess. It was the only time we doenned

our life jackets during the trip, and after
30 minutes of intense rowing, we were
relieved to be in calmer waters.

The raw into Inverness was smaoath and
while scenic, fairly uneventful - a gentle end
to our adventure. We arrived mid-afternoon,
and Logan, the owner of LandD Adventures,
was there to collect the canoe and give us
a lift back to Fort William.

We were bath loaking forward to a hot
shawer and good night’s sleep in a proper
bed; howeyver, the adventure wasn't quite
over. Upon arriving at the Travelodge, and
some initial confusion, the receptionist
informed me that I'd booked the hotel for
the following night. After a brief panic, we
found a room elsewhere, showered, and
ended the evening with a curry, reminiscing
about our epic journey. Maturally, the drinks
were on me for the hotel mix-up.

The next morning, we headed back toward
Londen, and as we crossed the border into
England, the rain stopped, and the sun
came out—almaost as if to welcome

us home.
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