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INTRODUCING YOUR GUIDE
Years ago I was on stage at the Inverness
Book Festival. I was there to talk about my
hillwalking book, The Weekend Fix, and was
being quizzed by the audience. From the
auditorium, a zinger of a question came out.
“If you could only have one thing to get you
safely down a mountain, what would it be?”
I looked over at the other man on stage,
John Allen. He’d been a key member and
then leader of Cairngorm Mountain Rescue
Team for longer than I had been alive. He
had an honour from the Queen to prove it.
If anyone knew the answer, it was him. I had
no business answering this question.
“So, Craig,” prompted the host. “What would
you say?”

Imagine it wasn’t me on that stage like a
rabbit in the headlights, but you. What
would you say?
Running through my head were all the
dumb things I’d done in the hills: things that
had put me at risk, things that had got me
cold, lost, or facing the prospect of
immediate death if I let go. I felt like I
wanted to say something that people might
not have considered. So I said:
“Fitness.”
With fitness you have a safety margin. The
walk takes less time. If things go wrong, the
fact you are less tired allows you to make
rational decisions late in the day. You can
get lost, but recover, walk the extra miles,
and get home. Fitness, I decided, was the
main thing.

Now I’d played my hand, it was John Allen’s
turn. He said:
“An ice axe.”
John described how if it came to it, you
could descend a snowy mountain naked, so
long as you had an axe. The difference with
my answer was that John had experienced
survival in extreme circumstances. The ice
axe was the single most important piece of
equipment a winter mountaineer could
possess. You’d lose your feet and hands
and maybe other extremities to frostbite,
but you’d be alive. This was next level stuff.
But while our answers on that stage at
Eden Court Theatre in Inverness were
aimed at experienced mountaineers, they
weren’t quite right for the majority of us.

The real thing that will get you down safely
is something that becomes apparent when
you read accounts of mountain rescues in
the Scottish Mountaineering Club Journal.
It’s navigation. In so many cases, a good day
turns bad because of mistakes in
navigation. Most of us aren’t pushing
ourselves on mountain marathons or
climbing iced-over cliffs in winter. If you
want to keep yourself safe, if you want to
come back down again, the number one
safety tip is knowing where you are.
So let’s do that.
In your hands you have the distilled
essential knowledge to navigate safely over
high ground in Britain, even if there aren’t
signposts telling you where to go.

I. KNOW YOUR ENEMY

In Britain, and the further north and the
higher up you go the more true this is, your
enemy is the weather. Nobody gets
seriously lost and nobody dies on warm,
sunny days in summer. For the averagely fit
person, the margin of safety on Snowdon,
Scafell Pike, Ben Nevis, or Cairngorm, is
perfectly acceptable in fine summer
weather. The highest hill in Britain is Ben
Nevis at 1,344m. From a global perspective,
that’s tiny. But navigation on Ben Nevis is
harder because it is covered by cloud for
two thirds of the year. From a global
perspective, that’s unusual, and the clouds
make it harder to follow the path and easier
to get lost. And in winter, the Cairngorms
are scoured by winds of up to 278
kilometres an hour. A wind of just 80
kilometres an hour, especially one driving
rain or snow in your face, is out to kill you.
Bad weather is your main enemy.

II. USE THE FORECAST

Before you climb a hill, look at mwis.org.uk.
Look at metoffice.gov.uk. What is the
chance of cloud-free Munros? What
direction will the wind come from? How
strong will the wind be? Is wind direction set
to change? Will there be rain or snow?
Check the forecasts several days
beforehand, and you can get extra
information. Lots of rain in the days before
your walk means swollen rivers. Lots of
snow means soft and unstable snowpack.
And these aren’t the only forecasts worth
checking. Is it winter? Are you going up the
Highlands? Then check the avalanche
forecast at sais.gov.uk.
What time is sunset? An hour or two before
that is probably your target for getting
down.

And how about seeing the reality of any
forecast? Check the weather forecast for
today, right now, in Glencoe. Then look at
the webcams page on
glencoemountain.co.uk and compare it to
the symbols on the forecast. That’s what
that weather really looks like.

III. READ THE MAP

After the weather forecast, your biggest ally
in navigation is a good map. It can tell you a
lot.
But before we cover the basics, see if you
can spot the obvious navigational mistake
with this scenario...
I was descending Grootkap on the Table
Mountain Range in South Africa. I had a
map, and the way down towards Myburgh’s
Waterfall Ravine looked clear. But when I left
the path the luxuriance of the vegetation
caused me trouble. This wasn’t a hillside of
ankle-high heather like I was used to, but a
battle against jungly terrain, 6ft high, that I
had to throw myself on top of to make any
headway. I started to fret about two things:

1.
2.

That I was trampling over priceless
biological heritage.
That I would surprise a snake and get
bitten and die.

It was only when I reached Myburgh’s
Waterfall Ravine in the gathering darkness
that I realised my real mistake. Have you
spotted what it was yet? It wasn’t even my
complacent assumption that South African
terrain would be like the wind-blasted
Highlands of Scotland. It was that the map
had been giving me a big clue that I’d
ignored. I’d arrived at the top of a cliff in a
ravine. There was a waterfall falling over it.
And I couldn’t see a way down. It dawned on
me that Myburgh’s Waterfall Ravine had
been well named. If I’d paid attention to
what the map was saying, I’d have realised I
was heading for a ravine with a waterfall in it,
and spared myself the trouble.

British map names tend not to be as facesmackingly obviously as that, and they
prefer to indicate ravines with waterfalls at
the top using tightly bunched contour lines.
Because I knew British maps, I'd missed the
clear warning. You can though gain subtle
clues from British maps if you know some
Old English, Gaelic, Norse, or Welsh. A Maol
or Dod will be a rounded hill, a Sgurr or Pike
a more pointy one.
The main source of information for your
walk from the Ordnance Survey is the other
features on the map: contour lines, rivers,
forests, paths and tracks. So before you set
off on your route, let’s consider what your
map is saying.

THE MAGIC OF CONTOUR LINES
Just before we dive in, a word about the
most magical thing on a map: the contour
lines. These indicate the steepness of a
slope and give you a 2-D picture of the 3-D
terrain. From the contour lines you can
make out ridges, corries, mountain passes,
river valleys, pointy peaks and moorland
hilltops.
I could explain contour lines further, but if
you really want to know more, try the
experts at:
getoutside.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/guides/un
derstanding-map-contour-lines-forbeginners
Right. So let's have a closer look at the most
important features on your map.

REGULARLY-SPACED CONTOUR LINES
A normal hillside. Usually OK to walk on. Be
aware that the map won’t tell you if it is
bouldery, heathery, or if there are lots of
walls and fences.

WIDE-SPACED CONTOURS AT LOWER LEVEL
This indicates flatter ground. Watch out for
denser vegetation, farmland, and bad
drainage. Could be hard walking if there
isn’t a path.

RAGGED CONTOURS
Boggy ground. Avoid unless you’re a
masochist!

CONTOURS DISAPPEAR
Steep ground. May have little cliffs you have
to weave around. You can scramble up this
type of terrain when you can see where you
are going, but you want to avoid descending
this, especially in the dark.

CLIFFS
Enjoy the sense of exposure on the cliff
edge, but be very careful to avoid walking
over these! In high winds or fog, you might
want to give these a wide berth.

CRAGGY, DECIDUOUS FOREST, A WATER
FEATURE
Mixed terrain, probably picturesque.

FOREST WITH STRAIGHT SIDES
Crop forest, usually densely planted sitka
spruce that is hard to make your way
through. Generally avoid unless there is a
clear track to follow.

DOTTED LINES
Single lines are paths, double lines are
landrover tracks. In England and Wales, red
dotted lines are rights of way. Landrover
tracks give quick and easy progress and can
usually be cycled. Paths can range from
well-drained, made paths, to boggy
nightmares to non-existent!

TRIG POINTS
A small blue triangle on the map represents
a 4ft high concrete triangulation pillar. On a
flat hilltop in the mist, finding the trig point
may be the only way you can be sure of
your position.

IV. USE THE COMPASS

A map without a compass is like Ant without
Dec: they work together as a double-act,
with both needed to make navigation work.
You'll need a map and a compass for this
next bit!
Hold your map the right way up in front of
you. A grid of blue squares is superimposed
on the map. They are aligned to ‘grid north’.
The compass, by contrast, always points to
‘magnetic north’.
Magnetic north is a natural phenomenon
that gradually changes over time, and there
is currently a difference between the two
norths of up to a couple of degrees. In
practical terms though, for the kind of
navigation we are talking about, this
variation is small enough that it makes no
difference.

Now look at the image below. Imagine you
are standing at the trig point at 1157m, and
want to reach the low point at 975m.

1. Take the compass, and line up its edge
between the two points you want to walk
between.

2. Keep the compass edge aligned to your
route. Turn the dial of the compass, so the
arrow pointing ‘N’ on the dial is lined up with
the blue lines on the map facing north.

3. You’ve set your compass: Stand up and
move around until the red magnetic needle
points in the same direction as north on the
dial.

4. You can now walk in the direction of the
arrow on the front of the compass.
It takes a few goes to get used to these
steps, so practice them at home or on a fine
day in the hills.
BUT CRAIG! I READ THAT TWICE AND IT
DOESN'T MAKE SENSE.
I'm not surprised! Setting a compass the
first time takes a little getting used to, but
once you've done it a few times it will come
naturally.
I made this video for you to make it a bit
clearer:
craigweldon.com/compass

THANKS! BUT CAN'T I JUST USE GPS ON
MY PHONE?
You could! And many people do. But cold
weather drains batteries fast. And GPS
doesn't gives you a sense of context the way
a map does. The recommendation is:
1. Learn to use the map and compass.
2. Keep GPS as a backup for emergencies
or to confirm your position.

V. AIMING OFF

One of the commonest mistakes novice
navigators make is to take a compass
bearing directly for a point, and then follow
the bearing. After a while, you believe you
should have reached the point. But where is
it?
Let me tell you a cautionary tale.
Friends of mine were walking along the path
on the right in the picture below. They were
heading for the bothy on the far left, when
one of them had a bright idea: if they left
the path and struck out directly across the
moor for the bothy, it would shorten the
walk by three kilometres. It was already late
and dark, so this sounded like a good idea.

THE 'SHORTCUT'
Why walk all the way to Allbeithe and double
back, when you can go directly to Camban?

The shortcut proved anything but: they got
their feet wet crossing two rivers, and the
surrounding ground was boggy and tough
going. But the final straw came when they
reached the path marked on the map with
red diamonds.
They could see the path - in the light of their
torches it disappeared off into the darkness
to the left, and to the right. But which way to
go to reach the bothy? They’d been aiming
straight for it, so when they couldn’t see it,
they didn’t know which way to go. They had
to choose a direction. And you can guess
what happened: they chose the wrong
direction, and had to double back. The
shortcut ended up taking far longer than
sticking to the path.

However, if they had deliberately aimed to
one side of the bothy, they would have
reached the path and known exactly which
direction to turn. This technique is called
‘aiming off’, and works really well in the dark
or in fog when you want to reach a point
with a linear feature nearby. It’s a lot easier
to find a line of pylons, a wall, a river, a track,
or the edge of a forest, than a building.

VI. RETRACE YOUR STEPS

You’ve got to the top of a hill. If the weather
was clear, maybe you would head down a
different way, over the lip of a steep corrie
perhaps. But what is the terrain going to be
like in the corrie? Will the top of it be
corniced or likely to avalanche? You might,
like me, decide that the best route back
down is to retrace your steps. When you
can’t see far ahead, this approach has three
benefits:
1. You have already come up this way. You
know what the hazards are.
2. You can use features you saw on the way
up as signposts that you are still on track.
3. If it is snowy, you may be able to follow
your footprints back down.

VII. LOOK BACK

You are heading back down a hill that you
have just climbed. But did you come this
way before? Have you gone off route? It
doesn’t look familiar…
One of the most powerful things you can
do, if you intend to retrace your steps, is to
regularly look behind you on your way up
the hill. Because even if you are following
the same path, things look different when
you are coming back down. If you’ve already
practiced looking backwards when you go
up the hill, then when you come down the
hill, you will quickly recognise things.
Looking backwards on the way up also gives
you an excuse for a wee rest!

VIII. COUNT STEPS OR TIME

A powerful technique for knowing where
you are is to count steps. How far do you
walk in 100 paces? 500 paces? Go out in
various terrains and practice. You are better
doing this on hill terrain, as you will get a
more accurate real-world result than doing
it round your local park or running track,
where you will likely cover more ground per
pace. Once you’ve mastered this technique,
you can head off from a known point, like a
trig point, and know that in, say, 600 paces,
you’ve covered 500m. The problem with this
technique is that you have to try it out
several times before you can be confident
of getting an accurate result.

So instead, I cheat and count time. On the
typical tundra terrain at the top of most
misty hills, I expect to walk 1km in 15
minutes. Under snow, it can be up to
double that time for the distance.
If you expected to reach a particular point in
15 minutes, and you’ve been walking for half
an hour, you’re probably off course.

IX. USE THE WIND

I’ve never seen this tip before but I use it all
the time. On British uplands, the wind is
your constant companion. If you know the
direction the wind is coming from, you can
use it as a compass. If you are heading
uphill in the mist with the wind constantly
on your left side, you can keep the wind to
your right side in descent, confident you are
retracing your steps.
Be aware that the wind can change
direction! When it is strong it usually
doesn’t, but check the weather forecast
beforehand.

X. TURN BACK

Are you unsure or unhappy about the
terrain ahead? Are you starting to feel wet
and cold? Do you think that, now you are up
on the hill, the walk you planned might be a
bit ambitious? Are your companions
pushing you further than you would like?
If so, then there’s good news. You don’t
have to press on! Turning back is one of the
most under-rated safety tips there is. You
can tackle almost anything if you know
when to turn back or cut your walk short. If
carrying on is likely to make you cold, tired,
disorientated, and lost, then the sensible
thing is to turn back.
You’ve had an experience and you’ve
learned something about the hills and
yourself. And the hill will still be there when
you come back later, in better weather or
with greater fitness.

Talking of turning back, it took me seven
attempts to climb all the hills in the Grey
Corries range next to Ben Nevis. The Grey
Corries can be tackled in one day when the
weather is good, but I cut short my walk, or
did not even start it, six times for various
reasons until I had bagged them all.
It's OK to turn back.
The walker who never does, is the walker
who is setting themselves up for trouble.

I'D LOVE YOUR FEEDBACK!

Was this guide useful for you?
Is there anything else you would like to see
in it?
Your feedback will make all the difference. It
will help make this guide even better for
other walkers heading into the hills.
So please get in touch! Even just to say
hello. I'd love to hear from you :)

craigweldon.com
twitter.com/craigrweldon
instagram.com/craigrweldon

