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Preface



Thirty years in the life of a mountain is nothingthe flicker of an eyelid. Yet in the thirty years since this book was written many things have happened to the Cairngorms, some of them spectacular things, things that have won them a place in the Press and on the television screens:
 

 

Aviemore erupts and goes on erupting.
 Bulldozers birze their way into the hill.
 Roads are made, and re-made, where there were never roads before.
 Skiers, swift, elate, controlled, miracles of grace and precision, swoop and soaror flounderbut all with exhilaration.
 Chair-lifts swing up and swing down (and a small boy falls from one and is killed).
 A restaurant hums on the heights and between it and the summit Cairn Gorm grows scruffy, the very heather tatty from the scrape of boots (too many boots, too much commotion, but then how much uplift for how many hearts).
 New shelters are sited for climbers. A cottage at Muir of Inverey is enlarged and fitted up as a place of resort for Cairngorm Club members, the members themselves laying the flooring and erecting the bunks.
 Glenmore houses and trains those ready to learn. Skills are taught and tested. Young soldiers learn the tech-niques of Adventure. Orienteers spread over the land (but the Lairig Ghru, so far, is not to be tamed as part of a national way).
 Reindeer are no longer experimental but settlers.
 The Nature Conservancy provides safe covert for bird and beast and plant (but discourages vagabonds, of whom I have been shamelessly onea peerer into ivcorners). Ecologists investigate growth patterns and problems of erosion, and re-seed denuded slopes.
 The Mountain Rescue service does its magnificent work, injured are plucked from ledges by helicopter, the located, the exhausted carried to safety.
 And some are not rescued. A man and a girl are found, months too late, far out of their path, the girl on abraded hands and knees as she clawed her way through drift. I see her living face still (she was one of my students), a sane, eager, happy face. She should have lived to be old. Seventy men, with dogs and a helicopter, go out after a lone skier who has failed to return, and who is found dead. And a group of schoolchildren, belated, fail to find the hut where they should have spent the night. They shelter against a wall of snow, but in the morning, in spite of the heroic efforts of their instructress, only she and one boy are alive.

 All these are matters that involve man. But behind them is the mountain itself, its substance, its strength, its structure, its weathers. It is fundamental to all that man does to it or on it. If it were not there he would not have done these things. So thirty years may alter the things he does but to know it in itself is still basic to his craft. And that is what, thirty years ago, I was striving to do in this manuscript. It was written during the latter years of the Second War and those just after. In that disturbed and uncertain world it was my secret place of ease. The only person who read the manuscript then was Neil Gunn, and that he should like it was not strange, because our minds met in just such experiences as I was striving to describe. He made a couple of suggestions as to publication, but added that in the circumstances of the time a publisher would be hard to find. I wrote one letter at his instigation and received a courteous and negative reply and the manuscript went into a drawer and has lain there ever since. Now, an old woman, I begin tidying out my possessions and reading it again I realise that the tale of my traffic with a mountain is as valid today as it was then. That it was a traffic of love is sufficiently clear; but love pursued with fervour is one of the roads to knowledge.


August 1977
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INTRODUCTION


by Robert Macfarlane


The Cairngorm Mountains of north-east Scotland are Britain’s Arctic. In winter, storm winds of up to 170 miles per hour rasp the upper shires of the range, avalanches scour its slopes and northern lights flare green and red above the summits. Even in high summer, snow still lies in the deepest corries, sintering slowly into ice. Year-round the wind is sow insistent that on the plateaux there are bonsai pines, fully grown at six inches, and juniper bushes which flatten themselves across the rocks to form densely woven dwarf forests. Two of Scotland’s great rivers – the Dee and the Avon – have their sources here: falling as rain, filtered by rock, pooling as the clearest water into which I have ever looked and then running seawards with gathering strength. The range itself is the eroded stump of a mass of magma that rose up through the earth’s crust in the Devonian period, cooled into granite, then emerged out of the surrounding schists and gneiss. The Cairngorms were once higher than today’s Alps, but over millions of years they have been eroded into a low-slung wilderness of whale-backed hills and shattered cliffs. Born of fire, carved by ice, finessed with wind, water and snow, the massif is a terrain shaped by what Nan Shepherd – in this slender masterpiece about the region – calls ‘the elementals’.


Anna (Nan) Shepherd was born near Aberdeen in 1893 and died there in 1981, and during her long life she spent hundreds of days and thousands of miles exploring the Cairngorms on foot. Her reputation as a writer rests chiefly on her three modernist novels – The Quarry Wood, The Weatherhouse, A Pass in the Grampians – but to my mind her most important prose work has until recently been her least-known: The Living Mountain, which she wrote during the last years of the Second World War. 


Shepherd was localist of the best kind: she came to know her chosen place closely, but that closeness served to intensify rather than to limit her vision. She had a modest middle-class upbringing and a modestly regional life: she attended Aberdeen High School for Girls, graduated from Aberdeen University in 1915 and worked for the subsequent forty-one years as a lecturer in English at what is now the Aberdeen College of Education (wryly describing her teacherly role there as the ‘heaven-appointed task of trying to prevent a few of the students who pass through our Institution from conforming altogether to the approved pattern’). She travelled widely – including to Norway, France, Italy, Greece and South Africa – but only ever lived in the village of West Cults on north Deeside. The Cairngorms, whose foothills rise a few miles from West Cults, were her heartland. Into and out of those mountains she went in all seasons, by dawn, day, dusk and night, walking sometimes alone, and sometimes with friends, students or fellow walkers from the Deeside Field Club. Like all true mountain-lovers, she got altitude sickness if she spent too long at sea-level.


From a young age, Shepherd was hungry for life. She seems to have lived with a great but quiet gusto. Writing to a friend about a photograph of herself as a toddler on her mother’s knee, she describes herself as ‘all movement, legs and arms flailing as though I were demanding to get at life – I swear those limbs move as you look at them’. Intellectually, she was what Coleridge once called a ‘library-cormorant’; omnivorous and voracious in her reading. On 7 May 1907, aged just fourteen, she started the first of what she called her ‘medleys’ – commonplace books into which she copied literary, religious and philosophical citations, and which reveal the breadth of her reading as a young woman. 


Shepherd published her three novels in an extraordinary five-year burst of creativity between 1928 and 1933. Hard on their heels came a collection of poetry titled In The Cairngorms, which was published in 1934 in a tiny print run and is now almost impossible to find. It was the book of which she was most proud. Shepherd had a clear genre hierarchy in her mind, and poetry was at its pinnacle. ‘Poetry’, she wrote to the novelist Neil Gunn (with whom she had a flirty and intellectually ardent correspondence), holds ‘in intensest being the very heart of all experience’, and offers glimpses of ‘that burning heart of life’. She felt that she could only produce poetry when she was ‘possess[ed]’, when her ‘whole nature . . . suddenly leaped into life’. But she worried aloud to Gunn that her poems – ‘about stars and mountains and light’ – were too ‘cold’, too ‘inhuman’. Still, she admitted, ‘[w]hen I’m possessed that’s the only kind of thing that comes out of me.’


Four books in six years, and then – nothing. Shepherd would not publish another book for forty-three years. It’s hard now to tell if her literary silence was down to discretion or to block. In 1931 – even at the apex of her output – she was smitten by something close to depression at her inability to write. ‘I’ve gone dumb,’ she wrote blackly to Gunn that year. ‘One reaches (or I do) these dumb places in life. I suppose there’s nothing for it but to go on living. Speech may come. Or it may not. And if it doesn’t I suppose one has just to be content to be dumb. At least not shout for the mere sake of making a noise.’ ‘Speech’ did come back to her after 1934, but only intermittently. She wrote little save for The Living Mountain – itself only about 30,000 words long – and the articles she contributed occasionally to the Deeside Field Club’s journal.


Precise information about the composition of The Living Mountain is hard to come by. It was written mostly during the closing years of the Second World War, though it draws on Shepherd’s lifetime of mountain experiences. War exists as distant thunder in the book: there are the aeroplanes that crash into the plateau, killing their crew; the blackout nights through which she walks to the one radio in the area to hear news of the campaigns; the felling of Scots pines on the Rothie-murchus estate for the war effort. We know that Shepherd had completed a draft by the late summer of 1945, because she sent a version to Gunn then for his scrutiny and opinion. ‘Dear Nan, You don’t need me to tell you how I enjoyed your book,’ begins his astute reply: 



This is beautifully done. With restraint, the fine precision of the artist or scientist or scholar; with an exactitude that is never pedantic but always tribute. So love comes through, & wisdom . . . you deal with facts. And you build with proposition, methodically and calmly, for light and a state of being are facts in your world. 





Gunn straightaway identifies the book’s distinctive manners: precision as a form of lyricism, attention as devotion, exactitude as tribute, description structured by proposition and facts freed of their ballast such that they levitate and otherwise behave curiously. But then his letter turns a little patronising. He thinks that it will be ‘difficult, perhaps’ to get it published. He suggests that she add photographs, and a map to help readers for whom the ‘proper nouns’ of the Cairngorms will mean nothing. He warns her away from Faber, who are in a ‘mess’, and suggests considering serial publication in Scots Magazine. He congratulates her – his ‘water sprite!’ – on having written something might interest ‘hill & country lovers’. 


Unable or unwilling to secure publication at the time, Shepherd placed the manuscript in a drawer for more than four decades, until Aberdeen University Press finally and quietly published it in 1977. That same year, Bruce Chatwin’s In Patagonia, Patrick Leigh Fermor’s A Time of Gifts and John McPhee’s Coming into the Country appeared; a year later came Peter Matthiessen’s Zennish mountain epic, The Snow Leopard. To my mind, The Living Mountain stands equal to these four far better-known classics of place and travel. Along with J.A. Baker’s The Peregrine (1967) – with which it shares a compressive intensity, a generic disobedience, a flaring prose-poetry and an obsession (ocular, oracular) with the eyeball – it is one of the two most remarkable twentieth-century British studies of a landscape that I know. For many reasons – but especially given the current surge of interest in ‘nature writing’ – it is a book that should find new generations of readers. I must be careful with the claims I make about it, for Shepherd despised blandishment. In a 1930 letter to Gunn she condemned ‘the too too flattering ejaculations of the Scots press’ who had reviewed her first two novels. ‘Don’t you loathe having your work over-praised?’, she asked him. ‘It makes me feel positively nasty towards the praiser.’ I find it hard to imagine ‘over-praising’ this book, given how highly I regard it, but – the warning having been clearly issued – I will watch my step.



 The Living Mountain is a formidably difficult book to describe. A celebratory prose-poem? A geo-poetic quest? A place-paean? A philosophical enquiry into the nature of knowledge? A metaphysical mash-up of Presbyterianism and the Tao? None of these descriptions quite fits the whole, though it is all of these things in part. Shepherd herself calls it ‘a traffic of love’, with ‘traffic’ implying ‘exchange’ and ‘mutuality’ rather than ‘congestion’ or ‘blockage’, and with a shudder of eroticism to that word ‘love’. The language of the book is weathered in both senses: filled with different kinds of climate, but also the result of decades of contact with ‘the elementals’. Tonally, it is characterised by the co-existence of ‘clarity of the intellect’ with ‘surge[s] of emotion’, and generically by the commingling of field-note, memoir, natural history and philosophical meditation. It is both exhilaratingly materialist – thrilled by the alterity of the Cairngorm granite, by a mountain-world which ‘does nothing, absolutely nothing, but be itself’ – and almost animist in its account of how mind and mountain interact. 


Crucially, The Living Mountain needs to be understood as a parochial work in the most expansive sense. Over the past century, ‘parochial’ has soured as a word. The adjectival form of ‘parish’, it has come to connote sectarianism, insularity, boundedness: a mind or a community turned inward upon itself, a pejorative finitude. It hasn’t always been this way, though. Patrick Kavanagh (1904–67), the great poet of the Irish mundane, was in no doubt as to the importance of the parish. For Kavanagh, the parish was not a perimeter but an aperture: a space through which the world could be seen. ‘Parochialism is universal,’ he wrote. ‘It deals with the fundamentals.’ Note that Kavanagh, like Aristotle, doesn’t smudge the ‘universal’ into the ‘general’. The ‘general’, for Aristotle, was the broad, the vague and the undiscerned. The ‘universal’, by contrast, consisted of fine-tuned principles, induced from an intense concentration on the particular. Again and again Kavanagh returned to this connection between the universal and the parochial, and to the idea that we learn by scrutiny of the close-at-hand. ‘All great civilisations are based on parochialism,’ he wrote finely: 




To know fully even one field or one land is a lifetime’s experience. In the world of poetic experience it is depth that counts, not width. A gap in a hedge, a smooth rock surfacing a narrow lane, a view of a woody meadow, the stream at the junction of four small fields – these are as much as a man can fully experience.





Shepherd came to know the Cairngorms ‘deeply’ rather than ‘widely’, and they are to her what Selbourne was to Gilbert White, the Sierra Nevada were to John Muir and the Aran Islands are to Tim Robinson. They were her inland-island, her personal parish, the area of territory that she loved, walked and studied over time such that concentration within its perimeters led to knowledge cubed rather than knowledge curbed. What, Shepherd once wondered to Gunn, if one could find a way to ‘irradiate the common?’ That, she concluded, ‘should make something universal’. This irradiation of the ‘common’ into the ‘universal’ is what she achieved in The Living Mountain.


Most works of mountaineering literature have been written by men, and most male mountaineers are focussed on the summit: a mountain expedition being qualified by the success or failure of ascent. But to aim for the highest point is not the only way to climb a mountain, nor is a narrative of siege and assault the only way to write about one. Shepherd’s book is best thought of, perhaps, not as a work of mountaineering literature but one of mountain literature. Early on, she confesses that as a young woman she had been prone to a ‘lust’ for ‘the tang of height’, and had approached the Cairngorms egocentrically, apprising them for their ‘effect upon me’. She ‘made always for the summits’. The Living Mountain relates how, over time, she learned to go into the hills aimlessly, ‘merely to be with the mountain as one visits a friend, with no intention but to be with him’. ‘I am on the plateau again, having gone round it like a dog in circles to see if it is a good place,’ she begins one section, chattily. ‘I think it is, and I am to stay up here for a while.’ Circumambulation has replaced summit-fever; plateau has substituted for peak. She no longer has any interest in discovering a pinnacle-point from which she might become the catascopos, the looker-down who sees all with a god-like eye. Thus the brilliant image of the book’s opening page (which has forever changed the way I perceive the Cairngorms) in which she proposes imagining the massif not as a series of individual summits, but instead as an entity: ‘The plateau is the true summit of these mountains; they must be seen as a single mountain, and the individual tops . . . no more than eddies on the plateau surface.’ 


As a walker, then, Shepherd practises a kind of unpious pilgrimage. She tramps around, over, across and into the mountain, rather than charging up it. There is an implicit humility to her repeated acts of traverse, which stands as a corrective to the self-exaltation of the mountaineer’s hunger for an utmost point. The pilgrim contents herself always with looking along and inwards to mystery, where the mountaineer longs to look down and outwards onto total knowledge.


The Cairngorms were my first mountain range, and they are still the hills I know best. My grandparents lived in a converted forestry cottage on a rare limestone upsurge on the north-eastern slopes of the massif, and the field of rough pasture which they owned ran down to the banks of the River Avon. From a young age, I visited them with my family, usually in the summers. On a wall of the house hung a vast laminated Ordnance Survey map of the whole range, on which we would finger-trace walks done and walks planned. My grandfather was a diplomat and mountaineer who had spent his life climbing around the world, and it was he and his Cairngorm world which cast the spell of height upon me as a child. His yard-long, wooden-hafted ice-axe and his old iron crampons seemed to my young imagination like the props of wizardry. I was shown black-and-white photographs of the peaks he had climbed in the Alps and the Himalayas, and it was miraculous to me that such structures could be ascended by humans. Mountaineering seemed to me then – as Shepherd puts it – ‘a legendary task, which heroes, not men, accomplished’. And for me, as for Shepherd, childhood exposure to the Cairngorms ‘thirled me for life to the mountain’. I have since crossed the massif on foot and ski many times, and my maps of the region are spidery with the marks of tracks followed and routes attempted. I have seen dozens of blue-white snow hares, big as dogs, popping up from behind peat hags over the back of Glas Maol, I have followed flocks of snow buntings as they gust over the Braeriarch plateau, and I once spent hours sheltering in a snow-hole above the Northern Corries while a blizzard blew itself furiously out. 


So I knew the Cairngorms long before I knew The Living Mountain, which I first read only in 2003, when it was recommended to me by a former friend. He spoke of it as a book that had almost slipped through the cracks of the canon; a lost classic. I read it, and was changed. I had thought that I knew the Cairngorms well, but Shepherd showed me my complacency. Her writing re-made my vision of these familiar hills. It taught me to see them, rather than just to look at them.


The Living Mountain is thick with the kinds of acute perception that come only from ‘staying up for a while’, from frequent crossings of a particular landscape. ‘Birch needs rain to release its odour,’ Shepherd notes. ‘It is a scent with body to it, fruity like old brandy, and on a wet warm day one can be as good as drunk with it.’ I had never before noticed the ‘odour’ of birches, but now cannot be in a stand of birch trees on a rainy summer’s day without smelling its Courvoisier whiff. Elsewhere Shepherd remarks and records ‘the coil over coil’ of a golden eagle’s ascent on a thermal, ‘the immature scarlet cups of the lichen’, the flight of the ‘white-winged ptarmigan’, a pool of ‘small frogs jumping like tiddly-winks’, a white hare crossing sunlit snow with its accompanying ‘odd ludicrous leggy shadow-skeleton’. She has an Andy Goldsworthy-ish eye for the inadvertent acts of land-art performed by the mountain: ‘Beech bud-sheaths, blown in tide-mark lines along the edge of the roads, give a glow of brightness to the dusty roads of May.’ She spends an October night in air that is ‘bland as silk’, and while half-asleep on the plutonic granite of the plateau feels herself become stone-like, ‘rooted far down into immobility’, metamorphosed by the igneous rock into a newly mineral self. 


Shepherd is a fierce see-er, then. And like many fierce see-ers, she is also a part-time mystic, for whom intense empiricism is the first step to immanence. ‘I knew when I had looked for a long time’, she writes, ‘that I had hardly begun to see.’ Her descriptions often move beyond – or, rather, through – the material. Up on the mountain, she writes, after hours of walking and watching: 




the eye sees what it didn’t see before, or sees in a new way what it had already seen. So the ear, the other senses. These moments come unpredictably, yet governed, it would seem, by a law whose working is dimly understood. 





Shepherd – like Neil Gunn and like the Scottish explorer–essayist W.H. Murray – was strongly influenced by her reading in Buddhism and the Tao. Shards of Zen philosophy glitter in the prose of all three writers, like mica flecks in granite. Reading their work now, with its fusion of Highland landscape and Buddhist metaphysics, remains astonishing: like encountering a Noh play performed in a kailyard, or chrysanthemums flourishing in a corrie. 


‘A mountain’, says Shepherd Zennishly, ‘has an inside.’ This is what she calls her ‘first idea’, and it is a superbly counterintuitive proposition, for we tend to think of mountains in terms of their exteriors – peaks, shoulders, cliffs. But Shepherd is always looking into the Cairngorm landscape, and I now find myself doing the same when I am in the massif. Again and again her eyes pry through surfaces: into cracks in rocks, into the luminous interior of clear-watered lochs or rivers. She dips her hand into Loch Coire an Lochaine, she walks naked into the shallows of Loch Avon, she pokes fingers down mouse holes and into the snowpack. ‘Into’, in The Living Mountain, is a preposition that gains – by means of repeated use – the power of a verb. She goes to the mountain searching not for the great outdoors but for profound ‘interiors’, deep ‘recesses’. The hidden volumes of landscapes fascinate her: the ‘underground cavities’ of the Ardennes, the ‘hollows’ and ‘spectacular chasms’ of the Cairngorms. The clarity of the water of the Grampian ‘burns’ and ‘lochs’ is so absolute that they appear to her ‘like clear deeps of air, / Light massed upon itself’. Corries interest her for the ways in which they cup space and give ‘body’ and ‘substance’ to colour and to air. Writing of the eyes of creatures glimpsed in the ‘dark of woodland’ at dusk, she wonders if the green colour of their eyeballs – the ‘watergreen’ – is the ‘green of some strange void one sees . . . the glint of an outer light reflected or of an inner light unveiled’. 


This preoccupation with the ‘inside’ of the mountain is no conceit; rather, it figures the book’s attempts to achieve what she calls an ‘accession of interiority’. For Shepherd, there was a continual traffic between the outer landscapes of the world and the inner landscapes of the spirit. She knew that topography has long offered humans powerful allegories, keen ways of figuring ourselves to ourselves, strong means of shaping memories and giving form to thought. So it is that her book investigates the relationships that exist between the material and the metaphorical ‘mountain’. She knew – as John Muir had written forty years earlier – that ‘going out . . . was really going in’.


Partway through writing this essay, late in March, I left my home in Cambridge and travelled north to the Cairngorms on the sleeper train from London. In the south of England, blackthorn was foaming in the hedges, tulips and hyacinths were popping in suburban flower-beds, and spring was reaching full riot. Arriving in the Cairngorms, I found I had travelled back into high winter. Avalanches were still rumbling the lee slopes, Loch Avon was frozen over and blizzards were cruising the plateau. Over three days, with four friends, I crossed the massif on foot and ski from Glenshee in the south-east to Loch Morlich in the north-west. Up on the wide summit plateau of Ben a’ Bhuird, I found myself in the purest ‘white-out’ conditions I have ever experienced. Those who have travelled in high mountains or to the poles are likely to be familiar with the white-out: the point at which snow, cloud and blizzard combine such that the world dissolves into a single pallor. Scale and distance become impossible to discern. There are no shadows or waymarks. Space is depthless. Even gravity’s hold feels loosened: slope and fall-lines can only be inferred by the tilt of blood in the skull. It felt, for that astonishing hour up on Ben a’ Bhuird, as if we were all flying in white space. 


The mountain world, like the desert world, is filled with mirages: tricks of light and perspective, parhelia, fogbows, Brocken spectres, white-outs – illusions brought on by snow, mist, cloud or distance. These optical special-effects fascinated Shepherd. In winter, she sees a ‘snow skeleton, attached to nothing’, which turns out to be the black rocks of a cliff high above, whose apparent levitation is due to the imperceptibility of the snow banks below it. At midsummer, she looks through lucid air for hundreds of miles and spies an imaginary peak, a Hy Brasil of the high hills: ‘I could have sworn I saw a shape, distinct and blue, very clear and small, further off than any hill the chart recorded. The chart was against me, my companions were against me, I never saw it again.’ She punningly calls such illusions ‘mis-spellings’: visual ‘errors’ that possess an accidental magic and offer unlooked-for revelation. And she delights in these moments, rather than holding them in suspicion or correcting for them. For what she calls ‘our gullible eyes’, their proneness to ‘deceptions’ by the mountain world, are in fact a means of reconfiguring our reading of the world:




Such illusions, depending on how the eye is placed and used, drive home the truth that our habitual vision of things is not necessarily right: it is only one of an infinite number, and to glimpse an unfamiliar one, even for a moment, unmakes us, but steadies us again.





This is brilliantly seen and said. Our vision is never correct but only ever provisional. ‘Illusions’ are themselves means of knowing (a reminder of James Joyce’s aside about errors being the portals of discovery). Importantly, these illusions cannot be summoned into being or ordered on request. They are unpredictable conspiracies of the material and the sensory; like the mountain as a whole, they are ‘impossible to coerce’. Shepherd doesn’t systematically traverse the mountain, or seek by some psychogeographic ruse to prise it open. She accepts that ‘unheralded moment[s] of revelation’ cannot be obtained ‘at will’. The mountain is graceful in the Augustinian sense; its gifts cannot be actively sought (though mind you, there’s more than a hint of good Deeside Presbyterianism in Shepherd’s preoccupation with ‘toil’: ‘On one toils, into the hill’ . . . one encounters with relish ‘a tough bit of going’ . . . one ‘toil[s] upward’).


In one amazing passage about illusions, Shepherd describes looking from a distance at a stone barn on a humid day. The moist air acts as a lens, multiplying and redistributing her sightlines, so that she seems to view all sides of the barn simultaneously. Her own style possesses a similar dispersive quality. Reading The Living Mountain, your sight feels scattered – as though you’ve suddenly gained the compound eye of a dragonfly, seeing through a hundred different lenses at once. This multiplex effect is created by Shepherd’s refusal to privilege a single perspective. Her own consciousness is only one among an infinite number of focal points on and in the mountain. Her prose watches now from the point of view of the eagle, now from that of the walker, now from that of the creeping juniper. In this way we are brought – in her memorable phrase – to see the earth ‘as the earth must see itself’. This is a book which embodies ecological principles without being overtly ‘environmental’ (a word which would, I think, have meant little to Shepherd).


The first law of ecology is that everything is connected to everything else, and The Living Mountain is filled – woven – with images of weaving and interconnection. There are the pine roots that are ‘twisted and intertwined like a cage of snakes’; the tiny Scots pines high on the hill that are ‘splayed to the mountain and almost roseate in structure’; the duck and drake that, rising together, appear to form a single bird with ‘two enormous wings’; the many-stranded lichen known locally as ‘toadstails’, with its dozens of ‘separate trail[s] and side-branch[es]’; the loch currents which weave thousands of floating pine-needles into complex spheres, similar to wrens’ nests: structures so intricately bound that ‘they can be lifted out of the water and kept for years, a botanical puzzle to those who have not been told the secret of their formation’ (these pine-needle balls are also, of course, surreptitious emblems of Shepherd’s own tightly knit and tiny work, itself ‘kept for years’). Reading through the book, you realise that its twelve sections are bound laterally to each other by rhymes of colour, thought and image, so that they offer not a dozen different facets of the mountain but rather a transverse descriptive weave – the prose equivalent of a dwarf juniper forest. In this way, the book’s form acts out its central proposition, which is that the world will not fall into divisible realms, as an apple may be sliced, but is instead an unmappable mesh of interrelations.


 In one scene Shepherd describes a long winter dusk spent watching two rutting stags, whose antlers have become ‘interlaced’ during a joust, such that they cannot separate. She sees them ‘drag . . . each other backwards and forwards across the ringing frozen floor of a hollow’, and waits for answers: who will win, how will they disentangle? But darkness falls, -Shepherd is forced to return indoors, and even a return to the site of the battle the next morning yields neither corpses nor clues. The episode is yet another image of the mountain’s refusal to answer to questions which are explicitly asked of it. That which ‘interlocks’ is rarely opened here, even by the ‘keyed’ senses of the walker. Deer run in a way that resembles flight, and yet their motion is ‘fixed to the earth and cannot be detached from it’. A fawn lies in a ‘hidden hollow’, so camouflaged that its presence is given away only by the flick of its eyelid. The mountain ‘does not come to an end with its rock and its soil’, but has ‘its own air’. Long before Lovelock gave us Gaia, Shepherd was proposing a holistic vision of her small world as one and indivisible: ‘The disintegrating rock, the nurturing rain, the quickening sun, the seed, the root, the bird – all are one.’ ‘So there I lie on the plateau,’ she writes:




under me the central core of fire from which was thrust this grumbling grinding mass of plutonic rock, over me blue air, and between the fire of the rock and the fire of the sun, scree, soil and water, moss, grass, flower and tree, insect, bird and beast, wind, rain and snow – the total mountain.





Shepherd’s ‘total’ is of course totally distinct from the ‘total’ of ‘totalising’ or ‘totalitarian’. Her mountain is ‘total’ insofar as it exceeds the possibility of our capacity ever to know it entirely. 


It’s for this reason that knowledge is never figured in The Living Mountain as finite: a goal to be reached or a state to be attained. The massif is not a crossword to be cracked, full of encrypted ups and downs. Man ‘patiently adds fact to fact’, but such epistemological bean-counting will only take you so far. No, knowledge is mystery’s accomplice rather than its antagonist. Greater understanding of the mountain’s interrelations serves only to finesse the real into a further marvellousness, and to reveal other realms of incomprehension: ‘The more one learns of this intricate interplay of soil, altitude, weather, and the living tissues of plant and insect . . . the more the mystery deepens.’ Shepherd mentions her hydrological habit of following ‘burns to their sources’, but then remarks that the sources of the burns – the pools, the lochs, the lochans – hold further enigmas. The universe merely refers you onwards. Move along now. Keep on going. You’ll encounter only new versions of ‘that secret the mountain never quite gives away’. 


What Shepherd learns – and what her book showed me – is that the true mark of long acquaintance with a single place is a readiness to accept uncertainty: a contentment with the knowledge that you must not seek complete knowledge. ‘One never quite knows the mountain, nor oneself in relation to it,’ she writes. ‘Knowing another is endless . . . The thing to be known grows with the knowing.’  ‘Slowly I have found my way in,’ she says: slowly, but not fully, for ‘[i]f I had other senses, there are other things I should know’. This is not a book that relishes its own discoveries; it prefers to relish its own ignorances – all those ‘exciting properties of matter that we cannot know because we have no way to know them’, or the water that is ‘too much’ for her, or the dark line of geese that melts ‘into the darkness of the cloud, and I could not tell where or when they resumed formation and direction’. Shepherd is compelled by the massif’s excesses, its unmappable surplus: ‘The mind cannot carry away all that it has to give, nor does it always believe possible what it has carried away.’


I worry that I may be making The Living Mountain sound abstruse, cold, over-intellectual. It isn’t, of course. It is deeply wise and it is propositionally structured, but not abstruse. For it’s so full of life, death, body, gusto, touch and – subtly – sexuality. To Shepherd, being on the mountain is a profoundly physical experience. What joy she records! Up in the mountains, she lives off wild food, foraging for cranberries, cloudberries and blueberries, drinking deeply from the ‘strong white’ water of rivers. ‘I am like a dog – smells excite me. The earthy smell of moss . . . is best savoured by grubbing.’ She swims in lochs, and sleeps on hillsides to be woken by the sharp click of a robin’s foot upon her bare arm or the snuffle of a grazing deer. She records with brilliant exactness how frost ‘stiffens the muscles of the chin’ (a part of the body we don’t usually associate with muscularity, let alone thermometric sensitivity), or the pleasure of ‘running my hand after rain through juniper . . . for the joy of the wet drops trickling over the palm’. Heather pollen rises from the moor which feels ‘silky to the touch’. There is, unmistakably, an eroticism tingling through this book, samizdat and surreptitious, especially thrilling because Shepherd was a woman writing at a time and in a culture where candour about physical pleasure was widely regarded with suspicion. She relishes the touch of the world upon her thighs, calves, the soles of the feet, her hands. The body is made ‘limber’ by the rhythm of walking. ‘Naked’ recurs as a word – ‘naked birch trees’, ‘naked’ hands, ‘naked legs’. 


‘That’s the way to see the world: in our own bodies,’ wrote the poet, Buddhist and forester Gary Snyder, and the phrase could stand as an epigraph to The Living Mountain. True, Shepherd knows well how rough mountains can be on the human body – sometimes fatally so. She admits to the ‘roaring scourge’ of the plateau in summer, when the midges are out in their millions and the heat rises in jellied waves from the granite; and she deplores the ‘monstrous place’ the mountain becomes when rain pours for hours on end. She describes getting burned by snow-glare until her eyes are weeping: she feels sick, and her face for days afterwards is left scorched ‘as purple as a boozer’s’. She demonstrates – like many mountain-goers – a macabre fascination with the dead of the hills: the five Czech airmen whose plane crashes into Ben a’ Bhuird in low cloud; the five people dead by falling during the years Shepherd knows the hills; the four ‘boys’ who are caught and killed by storms, including the two who leave a ‘high-spirited and happy report’ in the waterproof log-book beneath the Shelter Stone at the west end of Loch Avon, but whose frozen bodies are later discovered on the hill, their knees and knuckles raw with abrasions from the granite boulders over which they had crawled, trying desperately to make their way in the blizzard wind. 


For Shepherd, then, the body is at risk in the mountains – but it is also the site of reward, a fabulous sensorium. More than this: it is an auxiliary to the intellect. In the mountains, she writes, a life of the senses is lived so purely that ‘the body may be said to think’. This is her book’s most radical proposition. Radical because, as a philosophical position, it was cutting-edge. In the same years that Shepherd was writing The Living Mountain, the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty was developing his influential theories of the body-subject, as first laid out in his The Phenomenology of Perception (1945). Merleau-Ponty was at the time working as a professional philosopher in Paris with all the institutional support and vocational confidence that such a position brings. He had been trained as one of the French philosophical elite, studying alongside Sartre, de Beauvoir and Simone Weil at the École Normale Supérieure, where he passed the aggregation in philosophy in 1930. Shepherd was a teacher in an Aberdeen tertiary college, but her philosophical conclusions concerning colour-perception, touch and embodied knowledge now read as arrestingly similar to those of Merleau-Ponty.


For Merleau-Ponty, post-Cartesian philosophy had cleaved a false divide between the body and the mind. Throughout his career he argued for the foundational role that sensory perception plays in our understanding of the world as well in as our reception of it. He argued that knowledge is ‘felt’: that our bodies think and know in ways which precede cognition (the processing of experience by our minds). Consciousness, the human body and the phenomenal world are therefore inextricably intertwined or ‘engaged’. The body ‘incarnates’ our subjectivity and we are thus, Merleau-Ponty proposed, ‘embedded’ in the ‘flesh’ of the world. He described this embodied experience as ‘knowledge in the hands’; our body ‘grips’ the world for us and is ‘our general medium for having a world’. And the world itself is therefore not the unchanging object presented by the natural sciences, but instead endlessly relational. It is made manifest only by presenting itself to a variety of views, and our perception of it is made possible by our bodies and their sensory-motor functions. We are co-natural with the world and it with us, but we only ever see it partially.


You’ll already be able to hear the affinities between Merleau-Ponty’s thought and Shepherd’s, as well as between their dictions. On the mountain, she writes, moments occur at which ‘something moves between me and it. Place and mind may interpenetrate until the nature of both are altered. I cannot tell what this movement is except by recounting it.’ ‘The body is not . . . negligible, but paramount,’ she elsewhere declares, in a passage that could have come straight from Phenomenology of Perception. ‘Flesh is not annihilated but fulfilled. One is not bodiless, but essential body’: 




The hands have an infinity of pleasure in them. The feel of things, textures, surfaces, rough things like cones and bark, smooth things like stalks and feathers and pebbles rounded by water, the teasing of gossamers . . . the scratchiness of lichen, the warmth of the sun, the sting of hail, the blunt blow of tumbling water, the flow of wind – nothing that I can touch or that touches me but has its own identity for the hand as much as for the eye.





Shepherd’s belief in bodily thinking gives The Living Mountain a contemporary relevance. More and more of us live more and more separately from contact with nature. We have come increasingly to forget that our minds are shaped by the bodily experience of being in the world – its spaces, textures, sounds, smells and habits – as well as by genetic traits we inherit and ideologies we absorb. We are literally losing touch, becoming disembodied, more than in any previous historical period. Shepherd saw this process starting over sixty years ago, and her book is both a mourning and a warning. One should use ‘the whole of one’s body to instruct the spirit’, she wrote decisively to Gunn. ‘This is the innocence we have lost,’ she says, ‘living in one sense at a time to live all the way through.’ Her book is a hymn to ‘living all the way through’: to touching, tasting, smelling and hearing the world. If you manage this, then you might walk ‘out of the body and into the mountain’, such that you become, briefly, ‘a stone . . . the soil of the earth’. And at that point then, well, then ‘one has been in’. ‘That is all’, writes Shepherd, and that ‘all’ should be heard not diminutively, apologetically, but expansively, vastly. 


Shepherd kept walking ‘into’ the Cairngorms until late in her long life. In her final months, however, harrowed by old age, she was confined to a nursing home near Banchory. She began to suffer illusions, ‘confusions’, mis-spellings. She hallucinated that the whole ward had been moved out to a wood in Drumoak: ‘I can see the wood – I played in it as a child.’ She began to see Grampian place-names blazoned in ‘large capital letters’ in a glowing arc across the ‘dark and silent’ room in which she slept. Even in this troubled state, Shepherd was still thinking hard about the nature of perception and about how to represent perception in language. ‘It took old age to show me that time is a mode of experiencing,’ she wrote to her friend, the Scottish artist Barbara Balmer, ‘but how to convey such inwardness?’ Reading true literature, she reflected, ‘it’s as though you are standing experiencing and suddenly the work is there, bursting out of its own ripeness . . . life has exploded, stick and rich and smelling oh so good. And . . . that makes the ordinary world magical – that reverberates/illuminates.’ This ‘illumination’ of the ordinary world was, of course, what Shepherd’s own work achieved, though it would never have occurred to her to acknowledge her own exceptional power as a writer.


So the living mountain of Shepherd’s title ‘lives’ because of our ‘outgoing address’ towards it. For her as for Merleau-Ponty, matter is ‘impregnated with mind’, and the world exists in a continuous ‘active mood . . . the grammar of now, / The present tense’. Certain kinds of attention serve to ‘widen the domain of being in the vastness of non-being’. Shepherd knows, of course, that this is largely delusory: that granite does not think, that corries do not sense our entry into ‘their’ space, and that rivers do not quench our thirst with pleasure or with resentment. She must not be mistaken for preaching either a superstitious animism or a lazy anthropomorphism (‘I do not ascribe sentience to the mountain’). She offers, rather, a rigorous humanism, born of a phenomenology that – astonishingly – she mostly deduced by walking rather than developed by reading. 


For Shepherd, the body thinks best when the mind stops, when it is ‘uncoupled’ from the body. She writes exquisitely of those moments on the mountain when one is ‘not bedeviled by thought’. ‘They come to me most often,’ she says, ‘waking out of outdoor sleep, gazing tranced at the running of water and listening to its song.’ But the best way of all to uncouple the mind is to walk: ‘After hours of steady walking, with the long rhythm of motion sustained until motion is felt, not merely known by the brain, as the “still centre” of being . . . [you] walk the flesh transparent.’ ‘On the mountain’, she says in the book’s closing sentences, ‘for an hour I am beyond desire. It is not ecstasy . . . I am not out of myself, but in myself. I am. That is the final grace accorded from the mountain.’ This is Shepherd’s revised version of Descartes’ cogito. I walk therefore I am. The rhythm of the pedestrian, the iamb of the ‘I am’, the beat of the placed and lifted foot. 


The more I read The Living Mountain, the more it gives to me. I have read it perhaps a dozen times now, and each time I re-approach it as Shepherd re-approaches the mountain; not expecting to exhaust it of its meaning, rather to be surprised by its fresh yields. New ways of seeing emerge, or at least I find myself shown how to look again from different angles. This book is tutelary, but it is not the expression of any system or program, spiritual or religious. There is no manifesto here, no message or neat take-home moral. As on the mountain, so in the book: the knowledge it offers arrives slantwise, from unexpected directions and quarters, and apparently limitlessly. It is a book that grows with the knowing. ‘However often I walk on them,’ writes Shepherd of the Cairngorms, ‘these hills hold astonishment for me . . . There is no getting accustomed to them.’ However often I read The Living Mountain, it holds astonishment for me; there is no getting accustomed to it. 


Cambridge–Cairngorms–Cambridge, 2011





Notes


The spelling of Scottish toponyms is a vexed business: the names of Cairngorm places given in this introduction are consistent with Nan Shepherd’s usages in The Living Mountain. Warm thanks are due for various kinds of help in the writing of this introduction to Barbara Balmer, Janice Galloway, Naomi Geraghty, Grace Jackson, Hayden Lorimer, George Mackie and Roderick Watson. I am grateful to the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland and to Dairmid Gunn for permission to quote from unpublished letters. I have not supplied specific page references when quoting from The Living Mountain, so all unreferenced quotations should be assumed to have their origins in the book. Other sources for quoted material are given below.


 ‘heaven-appointed task of trying’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 2 April 1931, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


‘all movement, legs and arms’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Barbara Balmer, 15 January 1981, private collection.


 ‘library-cormorant’: Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Collected Letters, Vol I, 1785–1800, ed. Earl Leslie Griggs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), p. 156.


 ‘Poetry . . . in intensest being’ through to ‘burning heart of life’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 14 March 1930, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


 ‘whole nature . . . suddenly leaped into life’ through to ‘the only kind of thing that comes out of me’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 2 April 1931, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


 ‘I’ve gone dumb’ through to ‘making a noise’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 2 April 1931, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


 ‘Dear Nan, You don’t need me to tell you’ through to ‘facts in your world’: letter from Neil Gunn to Nan Shepherd, 30 October 1945, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


 ‘difficult, perhaps’ through to ‘hill & country lovers’: ibid.


‘the too too flattering ejaculations’ through to ‘towards the praiser’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 14 March 1930, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


‘Parochialism is universal’ through to ‘as much as a man can fully experience’: Patrick Kavanagh, ‘The Parish and the Universe’, in Collected Pruse [sic] (London: Macgibbon & Kee, 1967), pp. 281–83.


‘irradiate the common?’ through to ‘make something universal’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, 2 April 1931, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


‘Beech bud-sheaths . . .’: ‘The Colour of Deeside’, Nan Shepherd, The Deeside Field, 8 (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1937), pp. 8–12; 9.


 ‘like clear deeps of air’: Nan Shepherd, ‘The Hill Burns’, loose poem, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


‘substance’ through to ‘an inner light unveiled’: ‘The Colour of Deeside’, Nan Shepherd, The Deeside Field, 8 (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1937), pp. 9–10.


‘going out . . . was really going in’: John Muir, journal entry, in John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir, ed. L.M. Wolfe (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co, 1938), p. 427.


‘gullible eyes’: ‘The Colour of Deeside’, Nan Shepherd, The Deeside Field, 8 (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1937), p. 11.


‘That’s the way to see the world’: Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1990), p. 106.


‘incarnates’ through to ‘our general medium for having a world’: Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (New York: Humanities Press, 1962), passim, but see especially pp. 144–46.


‘the whole of one’s body to instruct the spirit’: letter from Nan Shepherd to Neil Gunn, May 1940, MS 26900, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.


‘I can see the wood – I played in it as a child’ through to ‘that reverberates/illuminates’: letters from Nan Shepherd to Barbara Balmer, 15 January and 2 February 1981, private collection. 


‘active mood . . . the grammar of now’: Nan Shepherd, ‘Achiltibuie’, loose poem, Deposit 209, Box 19, Folder 7, National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh.





ONE


The Plateau


Summer on the high plateau can be delectable as honey; it can also be a roaring scourge. To those who love the place, both are good, since both are part of its essential nature. And it is to know its essential nature that I am seeking here. To know, that is, with the knowledge that is a process of living. This is not done easily nor in an hour. It is a tale too slow for the impatience of our age, not of immediate enough import for its desperate problems. Yet it has its own rare value. It is, for one thing, a corrective of glib assessment: one never quite knows the mountain, nor oneself in relation to it. However often I walk on them, these hills hold astonishment for me. There is no getting accustomed to them.
The Cairngorm Mountains are a mass of granite thrust up through the schists and gneiss that form the lower surrounding hills, planed down by the ice cap, and split, shattered and scooped by frost, glaciers and the strength of running water. Their physiognomy is in the geography booksso many square miles of area, so many lochs, so many summits of over 4000 feetbut this is a pallid simulacrum of their reality, which, like every reality that matters ultimately to human beings, is a reality of the mind.
The plateau is the true summit of these mountains; they must be seen as a single mountain, and the individual tops, Ben MacDhui, Braeriach and the rest, though sundered from one another by fissures and deep descents, are no more than eddies on the plateau surface. One does not look upward to spectacular peaks but downward from the peaks to spectacular chasms. The plateau itself is not spectacular. It is bare and very stony, and since there is nothing higher than itself (except for the tip of Ben Nevis) nearer than Norway, it is savaged by the wind. Snow covers it for half the year and sometimes, for as long as a month at a time, it is in cloud. Its growth is moss and lichen and sedge, and in June the clumps of Silenemoss campionflower in brilliant pink. Dotterel and ptarmigan nest upon it, and springs ooze from its rock. By continental measurement its height is nothing mucharound 4000 feetbut for an island it is well enough, and if the winds have unhindered range, so has the eye. It is island weather too, with no continent to steady it, and the place has as many aspects as there are gradations in the light.
Light in Scotland has a quality I have not met elsewhere. It is luminous without being fierce, penetrating to immense distances with an effortless intensity. So on a clear day one looks without any sense of strain from Morven in Caithness to the Lammermuirs, and out past Ben Nevis to Morar. At midsummer, I have had to be persuaded I was not seeing further even than that. I could have sworn I saw a shape, distinct and blue, very clear and small, further off than any hill the chart recorded. The chart was against me, my companions were against me, I never saw it again. On a day like that, height goes to ones head. Perhaps it was the lost Atlantis focused for a moment out of time.
The streams that fall over the edges of the plateau are clearAvon indeed has become a by-word for clarity: gazing into its depths, one loses all sense of time, like the monk in the old story who listened to the blackbird.
  		



 			Water of An, ye tin sae clear,

Twad beguile a man of a hundred year.

 		 	

Its waters are white, of a clearness so absolute that there is no image for them. Naked birches in April, lighted after heavy rain by the sun, might suggest their brilliance. Yet this is too sensational. The whiteness of these waters is simple. They are elemental transparency. Like roundness, or silence, their quality is natural, but is found so seldom in its absolute state that when we do so find it we are astonished.
The young Dee, as it flows out of the Garbh Choire and joins the water from the Lairig Pools, has the same astounding transparency. Water so clear cannot be imagined, but must be seen. One must go back, and back again, to look at it, for in the interval memory refuses to recreate its brightness. This is one of the reasons why the high plateau where these streams begin, the streams themselves, their cataracts and rocky beds, the corries, the whole wild enchantment, like a work of art is perpetually new when one returns to it. The mind cannot carry away all that it has to give, nor does it always believe possible what it has carried away.
So back one climbs, to the sources. Here the life of the rivers beginsDee and Avon, the Derry, the Beinnie and the Allt Druie. In these pure and terrible streams the rain, cloud and snow of the high Cairngorms are drained away. They rise from the granite, sun themselves a little on the unsheltered plateau and drop through air to their valleys. Or they cut their way out under wreaths of snow, escaping in a tumult. Or hang in tangles of ice on the rock faces. One cannot know the rivers till one has seen them at their sources; but this journey to the sources is not to be undertaken lightly. One walks among elementals, and elementals are not governable. There are awakened also in oneself by the contact elementals that are as unpredictable as wind or snow.
This may suggest that to reach the high plateau of the Cairngorms is difficult. But no, no such thing. Given clear air, and the unending daylight of a Northern summer, there is not one of the summits but can be reached by a moderately strong walker without distress. A strong walker will take a couple of summits. Circus walkers will plant flags on all six summits in a matter of fourteen hours. This may be fun, but is sterile. To pit oneself against the mountain is necessary for every climber: to pit oneself merely against other players, and make a race of it, is to reduce to the level of a game what is essentially an experience. Yet what a race-course for these boys to choose! To know the hills, and their own bodies, well enough to dare the exploit is their real achievement.
Mastering new routes up the rock itself is another matter. Granite, of which the Cairngorms are built, weathers too smoothly and squarely to make the best conditions for rock-climbing. Yet there is such challenge in the grandeur of the corries that those who climb cannot leave them untasted. The Guide Book and the Cairngorm Club Journal give the attested climbs, with their dates, from the end of last century onwards. Yet I wonder if young blood didnt attempt it sooner. There is a record of a shepherd, a century and a half ago, found frozen along with his sheep dog, on a ledge of one of the Braeriach cliffs. He, to be sure, wandered there, in a blizzard, but the men who brought down the body must have done a pretty job of work; and I can believe there were young hot-heads among that hardy breed to whom the scaling of a precipice was nothing new. Dr George Skene Keith, in his General View of Aberdeenshire, records having scrambled up the bed of the Dee cataract in 1810, and Professor McGillivray, in his Natural History of Braemar, tells how as a student, in 1819, he walked from Aberdeen University to his western home, straight through the Cairngorm group; and lying down to sleep, just as he was, at the foot of the Braeriach precipices, continued next morning on his way straight up out of the corrie in which he had slept. On a later visit, searching out the flora of these mountains, he seems to have run up and down the crags with something of the deers lightness. There are, however, ways up and down some of these corries that may be scrambled by any fleet-footed and level-headed climber, and it is doubtless these that the earlier adventurers had used. The fascination of the later work lies in finding ways impossible without the rope; and there are still many faces among these precipices that have not been attempted. One of my young friends lately pioneered a route out of the Garbh Choire of Braeriach, over rock not hitherto climbed. To him, one of the keenest young hillmen I know (he has been described, and recognised at a railway terminus, as a little black fellow, load the size of himself, with a far-away look in his eyes), the mere setting up of a record is of very minor importance. What he values is a task that, demanding of him all he has and is, absorbs and so releases him entirely.
It is, of course, merely stupid to suppose that the record-breakers do not love the hills. Those who do not love them dont go up, and those who do can never have enough of it. It is an appetite that grows in feeding. Like drink and passion, it intensifies life to the point of glory. In the Scots term, used for the man who is abune himsel with drink, one is raised; fey; a little mad, in the eyes of the folk who do not climb.
Fey may be too strong a term for that joyous release of body that is engendered by climbing; yet to the sober looker-on a man may seem to walk securely over dangerous places with the gay abandon that is said to be the mark of those who are doomed to death. How much of this gay security is the result of perfectly trained and co-ordinated body and mind, only climbers themselves realise; nor is there any need to ascribe to the agency of a god either the gay security, or the death which may occasionally, but rarely, follow. The latter, if it does occur, is likely to be the result of carelessnessof failing in ones exaltation to observe a coating of ice on the stone, of trusting to ones amazing luck rather than to ones compass, perhaps merely, in the glow of complete bodily well-being, of over-estimating ones powers of endurance.
But there is a phenomenon associated with this feyness of which I must confess a knowledge. Often, in my bed at home, I have remembered the places I have run lightly over with no sense of fear, and have gone cold to think of them. It seems to me then that I could never go back; my fear unmans me, horror is in my mouth. Yet when I go back, the same leap of the spirit carries me up. God or no god, I am fey again.
The feyness itself seems to me to have a physiological origin. Those who undergo it have the particular bodily make-up that functions at its most free and most live upon heights (although this, it is obvious, refers only to heights manageable to man and not at all to those for which a slow and painful acclimitisation is needful). As they ascend, the air grows rarer and more stimulating, the body feels lighter and they climb with less effort, till Dantes law of ascent on the Mount of Purgation seems to become a physical truth: This mountain is such, that ever at the beginning below tis toilsome, and the more a man ascends the less it wearies.
At first I had thought that this lightness of body was a universal reaction to rarer air. It surprised me to discover that some people suffered malaise at altitudes that released me, but were happy in low valleys where I felt extinguished. Then I began to see that our devotions have more to do with our physiological peculiarities than we admit. I am a mountain lover because my body is at its best in the rarer air of the heights and communicates its elation to the mind. The obverse of this would seem to be exemplified in the extreme of fatigue I suffered while walking some two miles underground in the Ardennes caverns. This was plainly no case of a weary mind communicating its fatigue to the body, since I was enthralled by the strangeness and beauty of these underground cavities. Add to this eyes, the normal focus of which is for distance, and my delight in the expanse of space opened up from the mountain tops becomes also a perfect physiological adjustment. The short-sighted cannot love mountains as the long-sighted do. The sustained rhythm of movement in a long climb has also its part in inducing the sense of physical well-being, and this cannot be captured by any mechanical mode of ascent.
This bodily lightness, then, in the rarefied air, combines with the liberation of space to give mountain feyness to those who are susceptible to such a malady. For it is a malady, subverting the will and superseding the judgment: but a malady of which the afflicted will never ask to be cured. For this nonsense of physiology does not really explain it at all. What! am I such a slave that unless my flesh feels buoyant I cannot be free? No, there is more in the lust for a mountain top than a perfect physiological adjustment. What more there is lies within the mountain. Something moves between me and it. Place and a mind may interpenetrate till the nature of both is altered. I cannot tell what this movement is except by recounting it.



TWO


The Recesses


At first, mad to recover the tang of height, I made always for the summits, and would not take time to explore the recesses. But late one September I went on Braeriach with a man who knew the hill better than I did then, and he took me aside into Coire an Lochain. One could not have asked a fitter day for the first vision of this rare loch. The equinoctial storms had been severe; snow, that hardly ever fails to powder the plateau about the third week of September, had fallen close and thick, but now the storms had passed, the air was keen and buoyant, with a brilliancy as of ice, the waters of the loch were frost-cold to the fingers. And how still, how incredibly withdrawn and tranquil. Climb as often as you will, Loch Coire an Lochain remains incredible. It cannot be seen until one stands almost on its lip, but only height hides it. Unlike Avon and Etchachan, it is not shut into the mountain but lies on an outer flank, its hollow ranged daily by all the eyes that look at the Cairngorms from the Spey. Yet, without knowing, one would not guess its presence and certainly not its size. Two cataracts, the one that feeds it, falling from the brim of the plateau over rock, and the one that drains it, show as white threads on the mountain. Having scrambled up the bed of the latter (not, as I knew later, the simple way, but my companion was a rabid naturalist who had business with every leaf, stalk and root in the rocky bed), one expects to be near the corrie, but no, it is still a long way off. And on one toils, into the hill. Black scatter of rock, pieces large as a house, pieces edged like a grater. A tough bit of going. And there at last is the loch, held tight back against the precipice. Yet as I turned, that September day, and looked back through the clear air, I could see straight out to ranges of distant hills. And that astonished me. To be so open and yet so secret! Its anonymityLoch of the Corrie of the Loch, that is allseems to guard this surprising secrecy. Other lochs, Avon, Morlich and the rest, have their distinctive names. One expects of them an idiosyncrasy. But Loch of the Corrie of the Loch, what could there be there? A tarn like any other. And then to find this distillation of loveliness!

      I put my fingers in the water and found it cold. I listened to the waterfall until I no longer heard it. I let my eyes travel from shore to shore very slowly and was amazed at the width of the water. How could I have foreseen so large a loch, 3000-odd feet up, slipped away into this corrie which was only one of three upon one face of a mountain that was itself only a broken bit of the plateau? And a second time I let my eyes travel over the surface, slowly, from shore to shore, beginning at my feet and ending against the precipice. There is no way like that for savouring the extent of a water surface.

      This changing of focus in the eye, moving the eye itself when looking at things that do not move, deepens ones sense of outer reality. Then static things may be caught in the very act of becoming. By so simple a matter, too, as altering the position of ones head, a different kind of world may be made to appear. Lay the head down, or better still, face away from what you look at, and bend with straddled legs till you see your world upside down. How new it has become! From the close-by sprigs of heather to the most distant fold of the land, each detail stands erect in its own validity. In no other way have I seen of my own unaided sight that the earth is round. As I watch, it arches its back, and each layer of landscape bristlesthough bristles is a word of too much commotion for it. Details are no longer part of a grouping in a picture of which I am the focal point, the focal point is everywhere. Nothing has reference to me, the looker. This is how the earth must see itself.

      So I looked slowly across the Coire Loch, and began to understand that haste can do nothing with these hills. I knew when I had looked for a long time that I had hardly begun to see. So with Loch Avon. My first encounter was sharp and astringent, and has crystallised for ever for me some innermost inaccessibility. I had climbed all six of the major summits, some of them twice over, before clambering down into the mountain trough that holds Loch Avon. This loch lies at an altitude of some 2300 feet, but its banks soar up for another fifteen hundred. Indeed farther, for Cairn Gorm and Ben MacDhui may be said to be its banks. From the lower end of this mile and a half gash in the rock, exit is easy but very long. One may go down by the Avon itself, through ten miles as lonely and unvisited as anything in the Cairngorms, to Inchrory; or by easy enough watersheds pass into Strathnethy or Glen Derry, or under the Barns of Bynack to the Caiplich Water. But higher up the loch there is no way out, save by scrambling up one or other of the burns that tumble from the heights: except that, above the Shelter Stone, a gap opens between the hills to Loch Etchachan, and here the scramble up is shorter.

      The inner end of this gash has been howked straight from the granite. As one looks up from below, the agents would appear mere splashes of water, whose force might be turned aside by a pair of hands. Yet above the precipices we have found in one of these burns pools deep enough to bathe in. The water that pours over these grim bastions carries no sediment of any kind in its precipitate fall, which seems indeed to distil and aerate the water so that the loch far below is sparkling clear. This narrow loch has never, I believe, been sounded. I know its depth, though not in feet.

      I first saw it on a cloudless day of early July. We had started at dawn, crossed Cairn Gorm about nine oclock, and made our way by the Saddle to the lower end of the loch. Then we idled up the side, facing the gaunt corrie, and at last, when the noonday sun penetrated directly into the water, we stripped and bathed. The clear water was at our knees, then at our thighs. How clear it was only this walking into it could reveal. To look through it was to discover its own properties. What we saw under water had a sharper clarity than what we saw through air. We waded on into the brightness, and the width of the water increased, as it always does when one is on or in it, so that the loch no longer seemed narrow, but the far side was a long way off. Then I looked down; and at my feet there opened a gulf of brightness so profound that the mind stopped. We were standing on the edge of a shelf that ran some yards into the loch before plunging down to the pit that is the true bottom. And through that inordinate clearness we saw to the depth of the pit. So limpid was it that every stone was clear.

      I motioned to my companion, who was a step behind, and she came, and glanced as I had down the submerged precipice. Then we looked into each others eyes, and again into the pit. I waded slowly back into shallower water. There was nothing that seemed worth saying. My spirit was as naked as my body. It was one of the most defenceless moments of my life.

      I do not think it was the imminence of personal bodily danger that shook me. I had not then, and have not in retrospect, any sense of having just escaped a deadly peril. I might of course have overbalanced and been drowned; but I do not think I would have stepped down unawares. Eye and foot acquire in rough walking a co-ordination that makes one distinctly aware of where the next step is to fall, even while watching sky and land. This watching, it is true, is of a general nature only; for attentive observation the body must be still. But in a general way, in country that is rough, but not difficult, one sees where one is and where one is going at the same time. I proved this sharply to myself one hot June day in Glen Quoich, when bounding down a slope of long heather towards the stream. With hardly a slackening of pace, eye detected and foot avoided a coiled adder on which the next spring would have landed me; detected and avoided also his mate, at full length in the line of my side spring; and I pulled up a short way past, to consider with amused surprise the speed and sureness of my own feet. Conscious thought had had small part in directing them.

      So, although they say of the River Avon that men have walked into it and been drowned, supposing it shallow because they could see its depth, I do not think I was in much danger just then of drowning, nor was fear the emotion with which I stared into the pool. That first glance down had shocked me to a heightened power of myself, in which even fear became a rare exhilaration: not that it ceased to be fear, but fear itself, so impersonal, so keenly apprehended, enlarged rather than constricted the spirit.

      The inaccessibility of this loch is part of its power. Silence belongs to it. If jeeps find it out, or a funicular railway disfigures it, part of its meaning will be gone. The good of the greatest number is not here relevant. It is necessary to be sometimes exclusive, not on behalf of rank or wealth, but of those human qualities that can apprehend loneliness.

      The presence of another person does not detract from, but enhances, the silence, if the other is the right sort of hill companion. The perfect hill companion is the one whose identity is for the time being merged in that of the mountains, as you feel your own to be. Then such speech as arises is part of a common life and cannot be alien. To make conversation, however, is ruinous, to speak may be superfluous. I have it from a gaunt elderly man, a lang tangle o a chiel, with high cheek bones and hollow cheeks, product of a hill farm though himself a civil servant, that when he goes on the hill with chatterers, he could see them to an ill place. I have walked myself with brilliant young people whose talk, entertaining, witty and incessant, yet left me weary and dispirited, because the hill did not speak. This does not imply that the only good talk on a hill is about the hill. All sorts of themes may be lit up from within by contact with it, as they are by contact with another mind, and so discussion may be salted. Yet to listen is better than to speak.

      The talking tribe, I find, want sensation from the mountainnot in Keatss sense. Beginners, not unnaturally, do the sameI did myself. They want the startling view, the horrid pinnaclesips of beer and tea instead of milk. Yet often the mountain gives itself most completely when I have no destination, when I reach nowhere in particular, but have gone out merely to be with the mountain as one visits a friend with no intention but to be with him.
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