Exercise Highland Trail

9th-20th July 2018.




As part of the RAF 100 celebrations, a team of 5 mountain bikers from RAF Benson
in Oxfordshire set themselves the challenge of undertaking the Highland Trail 550
route from the 9" to the 19" July 2018. The aim of the expedition was to inspire all
those who plan to serve, currently serve or those who have served. To show what is
possible with enough determination, motivation, desire and as we found out self-
belief. We also set ourselves the challenge to celebrate all those service personnel
who have had to dig deep in times of hardship.

For t hose that donot know about t reefromout e,

The Highland Trail (HT550) website and sums up the route very well.

Arhe Highland Trail is a self-supported mountain bike route 560 miles in length with
over 16000m of climbing. It was inspired by events in the US like the Tour Divide and
particularly the Colorado Trail Race (CTR). Initially put together as a simple training
ride in preparation for the CTR, it became apparent that the great trails, beautiful
scenery, remote wilderness, and notorious fickle Scottish weather, offered a world
class route for a self-supported challenge right here in UK. The majority of the route
is on excellent trails, but includes some very technical sections, and everyone should
expect some hike-a-bike, even the best climbers and technical descenders will find
terrainbeyond their ability. o

The idea of the route is for it to be a time trial, effectively a race against the clock but
as we were on duty for the expedition we decided to limit our days to 50 miles (ish).
This was to allow plenty of time for rest, gather supplies, a bit of sightseeing, picture
taking and general military faffing about; we do like a good faff! In keeping with the
spirit of the route we planned to be as self-sufficient as possible, only using what is
available to everyone that rides the route. This soon went out of the window, but you
will read about that further down. We did try though.

After many months of planning and many more months of training, the team set off
from RAF Benson on the 8" July ready to start the ride on the 9. The whole team
were, Flt Lt Bryan Crossman, FS Rob Calverly, Sgt Dan Toole, Sgt Jon Snell and Cpl
Tim Watson. Unfortunately, due to poor timing by housing developers, Jon had to pull
out only 5 days before the departure date as he was expecting to complete on a
house while we were away. So only 4 of us set off on the journey north of the
boarder, to the start location in the village of Tyndrum. After 9 hours stuck in a
wagon we made it to the Tyndrum Inn where we were made to feel very welcome
and shown to the last bed we would sleep in for 10 nights. Naturally we found our
way to the bar, this was obviously purely for carb loading purposes, 4 steaks and a
few beverages later we headed to bed for a good rest with the best intentions for an
early breakfast and start to the following day.

t



Day 1 started slowly, after a rough night for Dan who spent most of the night hugging

the porcelain pillow we all made it to breakfast for what all athletes start the day with,

a full Scottish breakfast and too much liquid. A trip to the local shop for some more

dry bags for electronics and a midgie net that would actually keep the midgies out

later and it was time to get changed, fill the water bottles up and hit the road. We

were aiming for a 9am start and managed to get the bikes out of the van for 9:15.

Then Dandés handle bar dry bag blew up, anoth
repack we were about ready to depart at 10 am. We were so keen to get going we

forgot to get a picture! We rolled out of the car park and straight into another one and

got lost, nearly got ran over by a bus and then made it to the actual start of the route.

It wasndédt | ong before we were all walking ne
Sso many miles to cover we al |l offjengbvdreghd t hat I
bars at any point, let alone within the first 5 miles!

Foll owing the Great Glen Way, we were all en
however, was not! With the emergency repack and the design of his forks, every time

the fork compressed, the bag rubbed on the tyre, a few minutes later we were

repacking his bag again, this time we went for the massive camel toe look. This

stopped the rubbing and we were on our way again. Another mile or so and we were

turning right and leaving the West Highland Way to begin the first climb up to Loch

Lyon. A nice steady ride along the glen and we were all starting to think of food. With

a look at the map we saw that there is a tea room further up the Glen. We rode on to

where we expected the Tearoomto be but i1t wasndét there. Aft
phones and checking the GPS we were sure we were in the right place. The decision

was made to keep going and 10 seconds later the Tea room was in sight. After some

nice home-made soup and some sandwiches, it was time to keep going.

LY



The first photo that we forgot to take at the start!!

Leaving Glen Lyon, we turned north and headed up towards the end of Loch
Rannoch where we passed a very weathered looking lady with her horse. After
passing the pair we were discussing the sight we had just seen and it was decided

that the | ady wasndét wearing anything on the
and socks. A very peculiar sight! The trail then took us to the end of Loch Ericht at
which point the trail decided to end. Unfort
pick our way across the bog, following the route and battling with swarming horse
flies; Rob was wearing a red cycling jersey,;

colour due to the flies on his back!! If there was a bit of exposed skin, the flies were
on it and having a chew on our flesh. | should point out that we were pushing our
bikes at this point due to the ground being so uneven with some big boggy patches.
The weeks of sunny, warm weather had been a blessing though as we were
practically skipping over the bits where the bogs were normally. This mobile horse fly
banquet lasted for about 3 miles and by the time we got to the Ben Alder bothy our
calves looked like they had each been shot with a fully loaded AK-47.

Smiles at Ben Alder Bothy, day 1 done.

We found the bothy, clean, empty and with plenty of room, after our first meal out of



a bag, which were provided by the excellent Expedition Foods, we were all changed

and had been to the nearby river for a wash. The beds were laid out and the day was

discussed in full. The mad horse lady being the main talking point, it was also

noticed that Danédés saddl e was laningatasorer y odd
bum, this was corrected, and it was off to bed.

Stats for the day were;

Total distance i 50.4 Miles
Distance walked i 3 Miles
Elevation gain i 4757 Feet
Total ride time - 6 Hrs 14 Min

Blood lost T A few pints!!

Day 2 began very slowly as we took a wrong turn out of the bothy door, for future
riders, please turn right, not left. If you do turn left, then get ready for half an hour of
pushing your bike across open moorland. Not the greatest start to the day. Once we
found the track it was a steady ride/push all the way to the saddle of Ben Alder.
While the weather wasn't great, spirits were high and were lifted even higher at the
sight of all the single track in front of us. Nearly 10 miles of it! We all set off ready to
tackle the storm drains and already looking forward to lunch. It was only 10am!



The push up the back of Ben Alder. Worth every step!

After the endless single track and matching storm drains we made it to level ground
where we found some bikes laying at the side of the trail with not a soul to be seen.
We later found out that lots of people use bikes to get to the foot of a Munroe or
mountain and then carry on up on foot. Where's the fun in that we all asked! We also
saw some more bike packers although they were having a slower start to the day
and didn't look like they were doing the HT550! It was at this point that Dan started to
fall back slightly and it became clear that the odd saddle position that we had noticed
the day before had inflicted some damage to his undercarriage. While reluctant to
carry out a servicing on his undercarriage we were willing to if necessary. | think that
declaration was the straw that broke the camel's back as not long later Dan declared
that he wanted to retire from the ride before his undercarriage fell off. Now as |
mentioned earlier, the idea of the ride is to be self-supported and only use what is
available to anyone else that tries to take on the might of the HT550. This was the
first time we would "break” the rules, but needs must, and it was the right decision to
make for Dan's health and the future of the expedition; | made the phone call to my
Mum and Dad who live just North of Fort William. | arranged for Mum to meet us at
Lagan Wolf Trax trail centre with her van to collect Dan, his bike and his sore bum.



While awaiting thunderbird Mum in the van we all managed to fill our faces in the
cafe, food was already becoming a highlight of the ride for me and | suspect the
others were following suit. When we found somewhere that served food that wasn't
in a bag, full advantage was to be taken of. So, while waiting for my bacon bap,
poached eggs on toast with avocado, | managed to get a can of coke, a slice of cake
and some crisps in my face. All while running around trying to charge electronics and
make sure Dan was ok. | think because | knew Dan had safe passage back to
civilization we didn't feel too bad about him retiring from the ride. We had even
managed to sort out the wagon we had left behind at the start for Dan to drive home,

moved his |l ast nightdéds accommodation forward
landing gear being worn out he was sorted. Mum took him home where he had a
shower, my full Iife story and then got a |

confession, it was a sad and lonely evening in the hotel and an even worse drive
back to RAF Benson. But at least he was safe, and the expedition could continue.

Back to the surviving members and after our feed, recharge and taking advantage of
the facilities we were off again and heading up the infamous Corrieyairack Pass. The
start to this climb is pretty easy, following double track up a glen but then it turns
pretty savage all the way to the top of the saddle. We all rode up to the bottom of the
steepest part together, Rob said he was going to the first switchback, | agreed and
Bryan stayed quiet. We got to the first switchback and Rob, true to his word
dismounted. | decided my heart rate was still low enough to get a bit further up the
hill and Bryan was still quiet but stuck to my rear wheel. As the switchbacks ticked
by, my heart rate was still below the 160 bpm that | decided was my get off and push
marker. Bry was still clinging on and now | had made this a personal challenge to get
to the top without putting a foot down and Bryan was getting dropped. Fortunately for
me, not so much for Bry, his rear wheel slipped on a loose section and he had to
stop, move the bike over a bit and get going again. This gave me the chance to
make a break for the top, until | rounded the last switchback and saw the steep, near
vertical and loose section that leads to the steadier section to the top. The trail gods
were looking down on me though and my 160bpm limit had long since passed |
pushed on to the top, on my own feeling victorious, triumphant and like | had just
finished the whole ride. But there was nobody to celebrate with, so | shared my joy
with the WhatsApp group and took a picture of a small concrete building in the fog
that meant nothing to anyone. But | didn't care. | had beaten the hill and the other
two!

After gathering together at the summit and no congratulations given to anyone we

started the ride down the hill towards Fort Augustus where the plan was to get some

food and then push on for another 10 miles before finding a camp spot. As with all

long descents we broke them up with quick stops to make sure we and the bikes

were all o k. Thereds nothing worse than smas
someone was having a drama at the top of the hill. On our second stop Bry noticed

that Robs front wheel was missing a spoke and as Rob checked his wheel another



spoke fell out. Now for a geeky section, Rob was using a Mavic wheelset which is
pretty light weight and as such only uses 24 spokes as opposed to the normal 32 or
36. Rob was carrying spare spokes, so we checked the rest were tight and decided
we would get down to the town and sort it there. We made it into town, found a
restaurant and ordered a bolognaise pizza. Rob flipped his bike to sort the spokes
out and another spoke fell out. We decided it was game over for the wheel. We
found a camp site in Fort Augustus, 5 star camping no less, checked in, got the
electricals on charge and tents up.

Somet hingébs missing!

We found the showers and freshened up a little then started trying to think of a plan
to get Rob's wheel sorted. We found that there was a small bike hire centre in Fort
Augustus but a quick look at the website revealed that a front wheel purchase wasn't
going to be possible. The closest bike shop was down in Fort William so another call
to my parents on Tracey Island (another thunderbirds reference) went in and a plan
was formulated. As it was now raining a bit heavier we decided to get in our tents
andsortoutthe next dayés riding by talking betweetl
Rob was soon up and out of his tent that was "leaking like a bastard sieve". It
became apparent that due to many years stuffed in a bag the seam tape had
stopped being seam tape and was now a ball of screwed up tape on the floor next to
a leaking tent with an angry Rob stood next to it. After looking around we found a
nice pile of grass cuttings under a tree that would offer Rob's tent some shelter for
the night, so a quick re-pitch later he spent the night camped on top of a pile of grass
with a mildly leaky tent.



Stats for the day were;

Total distance T 44.3 Miles Ride time - 5 Hrs 42 Min.
Distance walked 7 3.1 Miles Members lostT 1
Elevation gain i 4055 Feet Spokes losti 3

Day 3 began in the rain but that was the least of our worries with Rob's front wheel
drama hanging over our heads. We got the tents taken down and hung in the shelter
to dry while we unpacked all our kit around all the other campers and a Duke of
Edinburgh group tried to make breakfast. Once all the other groups had cleared off
out of our way we got breakfast on the go and Rob got on the phone to the bike shop
just as my parents walked through the shop door. A quick description of what was
required and my Dad was in the car, on his way to us with a new Hope front wheel
for Rob. This gave us plenty of time to repack all our gear and the tents to be nearly
dry. Dad dropped the wheel off and took the broken one away, we got the wheel
sorted and set up tubeless. We decided to swing into the hire bike shop and see if
we could get some replacement tubeless sealant. We walked into the shop which
was basically a hardware shop with some bikes in the corner. Fortunately, there was
a bloke working on the bikes and when we explained what we were looking for he
couldn't have been more helpful. We were given a 1 Ltr bottle of sealant to replace
what we had used, a bit of decanting later and a plastic bag seal fitted we made our
way around the corner for some lunch and snacks for the road. It was now apparent
it was going to be a long day!



Taking over the shelter so we didnodét h

After a stop at the shop for pastries, nuts and bananas we were on our way,
continuing North, a nice little "traverse" out of Fort Augustus later and we were soon
descending into Glen Morrison for a little road section. | saw this as an opportunity to
make up time and put the hammer down to drag the others along. We all stayed
together but | was soon told off when we got to the next turn off road for turning it into
a time trial stage on the Tour de France and wasting energy. Which was fair enough.
Point taken | decided | wouldn't do that again.

The climb out of Glen Morrison was a stinker, it had been recut to allow a wind farm
to be built and the traffic to get in and out. This meant it was a very steep road with
very few corners in, as such we were all out of gears very quickly, this was where
Rob first noticed the considerable difference my 30 tooth front ring made over his 32.
| decided | needed to keep a close eye on my
had packed his burglars outfit he would have had my cranks away at the first
opportunity. The result of this climb was a small loch with no path or track down the
side so we had to dismount for most of the loch and have a romantic stroll on the
beach in the drizzle. We dropped into the village of Cannic for a late lunch and all
tore into the store like starved cave men. Some random food later we realised there
was multiple hot food options including pizza and chips. We disappointedly rode off



down the road and continued on our way. For some reason on this road section
Bryan's bladder decided it was constantly full and needed to be emptied regularly. As
a result, Rob and myself just kept rolling along and Bry would catch up. This
happened for the first few stops but then we didn't see Bry for ages. We spotted a
bus stop and decided to get some shelter from the drizzle while Bry and his micro
bladder caught up. 10 minutes later | decided | had better check my phone and was
not surprised to see a few missed calls and some messages asking where we were.
A quick check of the map and between Rob and | we had talked our way 4 miles past
where we were supposed to have turned off. So, we done an about turn and

knocked out a bonus 4 miles to find a cold Bryan, laughing at us from under a tree.

After much mocking of the navigation skills of the two "leaders" we got underway
again, but not for long. As we pulled off the road and onto the track we found a
locked gate, but this being the Highlands it was a 7ft deer gate with a 7ft deer fence
as far as the eye could see. We checked the maps and we were on the right path so
we started weighing up our options. | wasn't too keen on lifting a 32Kg bike over a 7ft
gate and then we spotted a man driving a digger in the field next to us. Some erratic
waving later and he drove over to us and unlocked the gate, so we could get on our
way. Another steep climb up past a huge kennel full of barking dogs and we seemed
to come to the top of the climb as the pace increased. This didn't last and the next
section | have described in my notes as "climbing, more climbing with a lot more
climbing". | think a combination of the late start and the weather didn't help but we
were all getting pretty tired now and | experienced my first ever yawn on a bike. We
did finally stop going up and after a quick discussion it was decided that it would be
much more sensible to get off the hill for the night, so we pointed the bikes downhill,
done the zips up and got on the F1 track of a road. There was a huge dam to cross
and Rob asked me to get in front of him so that he could look at my rear wheel. |
obliged but had to ask thébeautifubscahery® htarhs want t o
out Rob is not only scared of heights, but he also can't swim! So, riding up and down
mountains that are full of rivers and streams probably isn't ideal. But | was happy to
help him across if it meant | got to keep my gears!



Bumpy, bumpy shore line riding.

We arrived at Contin camp site at 10pm, very long day out in the hills. After working
out the campsite rules we noticed a sign for a Chinese take away that delivered and
shuts at 10:30. With longing looks at each other we managed to resist as we were
carrying food and the more we ate, the lighter the bikes got. We got the food
prepped, had a shower and got into our tents to chow down. | had Chow Mein (out of
a bag), just because | could. | never had the heart to tell the others!!

Stats for the day were;
Total distance i 68.7 Miles Elevation gain i 4836 Feet
Distance walked i 3.4 Miles Ride time - 7 Hrs 49 Min

Day 4 started with some biohazard tape over the tumble drier. As much as we all
love cycling, putting cold, wet kit on first thing in the morning is hard but without
washing powder we decided just to dry our 3-day old stinky kit in the tumble drier.
This was a good idea but the smell it produced was something else, | can't think of
anything | have ever smelt that will do the smell justice. You will just have to use your
imagination and take my word that it was awful.

After surviving the toxic gas, we packed up the tents and kit, popped into the famous
Contin stores for nipple tape, jock pies and jelly babies, amongst other things to eat



