
 

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 9th to the 19th 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 those that don’t know about the route, the following is a direct quote taken from 

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

“The 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 

terrain beyond their ability.” 

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 8th July ready to start the ride on the 9th. 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. 

 

 



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 Dan’s handle bar dry bag blew up, another trip to the shop and a rushed 

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 wasn’t long before we were all walking next to our bikes down the first decent, with 

so many miles to cover we all decided that it wasn’t worth the risk of going over the 

bars at any point, let alone within the first 5 miles! 

Following the Great Glen Way, we were all enjoying the steady start, Dan’s bar bag 

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 Tea room to be but it wasn’t there. After getting all the maps, 

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. 

 



 

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 lady wasn’t wearing anything on the lower half of her body apart from boots 

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. Unfortunately, the route didn’t end and we had to 

pick our way across the bog, following the route and battling with swarming horse 

flies; Rob was wearing a red cycling jersey; however, you couldn’t make out the 

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. I 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 Dan’s saddle was at a very odd angle as he was complaining of a sore 

bum, this was corrected, and it was off to bed. 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 50.4 Miles 

Distance walked – 3 Miles 

Elevation gain – 4757 Feet 

Total ride time - 6 Hrs 14 Min 

Blood lost – 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. I 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 I 

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; I made the phone call to my 

Mum and Dad who live just North of Fort William. I 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 I 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, I 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. I think because I 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 last night’s accommodation forward to that night. So, other than his 

landing gear being worn out he was sorted. Mum took him home where he had a 

shower, my full life story and then got a lift back to the Tyndrum Inn. By Dan’s own 

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, I agreed and 

Bryan stayed quiet. We got to the first switchback and Rob, true to his word 

dismounted. I 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 I decided was my get off and push 

marker. Bry was still clinging on and now I 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 I 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 I 

pushed on to the top, on my own feeling victorious, triumphant and like I had just 

finished the whole ride. But there was nobody to celebrate with, so I 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 I didn't care. I 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 ok. There’s nothing worse than smashing down a 5 mile descent to find that 

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. 

 

 

Something’s 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 

and sort out the next day’s riding by talking between tents. This didn't last long as 

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 – 44.3 Miles     Ride time - 5 Hrs 42 Min. 

Distance walked – 3.1 Miles    Members lost – 1 

Elevation gain – 4055 Feet     Spokes lost – 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 didn’t have to carry wet tents. 

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. I saw this as an opportunity to 

make up time and put the hammer down to drag the others along. We all stayed 

together but I 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 I decided I 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. 

I decided I needed to keep a close eye on my gears from now on as I’m sure if Rob 

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 I decided I 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 I 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. I 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 I have described in my notes as "climbing, more climbing with a lot more 

climbing". I think a combination of the late start and the weather didn't help but we 

were all getting pretty tired now and I 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. I 

obliged but had to ask why he didn’t want to look at the beautiful scenery? It turns 

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 I was happy to 

help him across if it meant I 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. I had Chow Mein (out of 

a bag), just because I could. I never had the heart to tell the others!! 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 68.7 Miles     Elevation gain – 4836 Feet 

Distance walked – 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, I can't think of 

anything I 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 



and drink. The other two were starting to get some friction issues between tops and 

nipples by this point and it's far better to try and "nip" things like that in the bud early. 

Once underway it was a fairly uneventful morning, the horse flies found us again, but 

the going was pretty good. There was nowhere to get lunch from on this day so we 

found a romantic picnic spot and had a cook up. Mac and Cheese was a nice little 

treat. After some more relatively uneventful miles we made it to the Oykle Bridge 

Hotel. 

 

 

Time to make the bikes a few KG heavier. 

Here lies another part where the self supported rules were bent slightly as I had 

arranged for 12 Kg of Expedition Food rations to be sent to the hotel in advance so 

that we didn't have to carry 11 days’ worth of food all the way round the ride. So, we 

got given a huge box of food that we could now pick through due to there being 5 

peoples worth of rations in the box but only 3 of us left. We estimated that we would 

take 2 days to ride the top loop of the route so took 3 days worth of rations each, had 

a pint and some homemade meatballs, which after all the cold pastries and rations 

were a right treat and come highly recommended if ever you’re in the area. A word of 

warning though, they do repeat on you! Once we stopped for any length of time, 

people became very inquisitive about what we were doing, I think this was partly 

down to the sight of the bikes, partly down to the quantity of food we were 

consuming and the smell of us. A couple who were touring the area on a tandem 



were fascinated by the route we were taking and the sights we had seen and some 

guests of the hotel were equally fascinated but somewhat confused by why we would 

want to put ourselves through such pain and hardship. I guess you need that desire 

to see how far you can push yourself both physically and mentally. 

As it was still quite early we carried on, heading up Glen Rossal, admiring all the 

lovely flat bits of ground that were carefully maintained for the fishermen who flock to 

the area. As tempting as it was to pitch a tent on them, I think we would have been 

ushered along by the night watchmen who patrol for poachers. We continued up the 

Glen for about 10 miles, all of which Rob was moaning about a sore bum. I was 

having flash backs of Dan's landing gear issues and didn't want a repeat. So we 

quickly found a nice flat spot next to the river and got the tents up. There was a slight 

breeze so the "lads" (midgies to the uninitiated) weren’t out, tents up, food on and 

quick dip in the river and we were soon discussing where we could get to the next 

day. 

 

 

Beautiful camping spot……until morning! 

 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 58.4 Miles     Ride time - 6 Hrs 17 Min 

Distance walked – 1 Mile     Members lost - 0 

Elevation gain – 3930 Feet 



Day 5 began in a very hurried and uncomfortable fashion. As soon as the zip on the 

tent was opened the "lads" were there waiting for us in attack formation. It was like 

they had been planning the invasion all night and gathering numbers. As we all had 

our own tents it quickly became every man for himself. breakfast wasn't even a 

thought, let alone mentioned. Rob was first packed up and on the road, I followed 

behind by a few minutes and Bry was just getting out of his tent as I left. Trying to 

keep as much of my own blood as possible. As I rode out of camp, still stuffing kit 

into bags I said to Bry that I would ride slow until he caught up, it seemed like I was 

riding slowly for ages but we eventually got back together a bit further up the glen. 

Breakfast was then mentioned but with the lads still not far away I was reluctant to 

hang about for long. I had packed a few packets of dehydrated muesli for such 

emergencies and so these were dished out, forced into our faces and we evacuated 

the area before the entirety of the midgies in the Highlands found us again. 

We continued up the Glen before it turned sharply right and began a very steep road 

climb, I’m not sure on the actual gradient but it was quoted as being "bastard steep". 

Not sure the roads agency can put that on a sign but it’s pretty descriptive of certain 

climbs. Once we got to the summit it was time to apply some of the nipple tape that 

had been bought the day before. Much laughter was enjoyed as the tape would only 

stick to itself, so a full body wrap was the only way to apply it. The downhill section 

after this was a nice treat and it felt good to see the miles racking up after such a 

slow start to the day. It was now about 11am and we decided there was enough of a 

breeze to allow for a full breakfast. 

 



 

Trying to prevent Rob’s nipples from falling off! 

Continuing, we headed up towards the most north easterly point on the route and 

into Glen Golly, this section was sublime, all off road but fast flowing with spectacular 

views. we even stopped for a picture until the horse flies found us. We admired a 

huge posh looking house from afar which turned out to belong to the Duke of 

Westminster, explains why it was posh looking before turning westerly and heading 

across the most northerly section. This is where we met the only other cyclists on the 

whole ride, a Slovakian couple who came over to do the HT550 and see some of the 

country too. They were doing it slower than us, planning to take about 14 days. After 

a quick chat about what we had seen, where we were hoping to get to today and if 

anyone needed anything we carried on our respective ways. Rounding a corner, we 

were faced with a huge climb. It was all double track but I wouldn’t want to take a 

land rover up or down it. It was hardly rideable and we all pushed. Bryan started to 

fall behind slightly but we thought he just wanted to talk to the Slovaks. They didn't 

want to talk to him, they just rode past him and then Rob and I. We regrouped at the 

top where Bry said his knee was hurting a bit, he decided it was ok to carry on, which 

was good as the only way out of where we were was by helicopter and I don't think 

they take bikes. Which meant Rob and I would be left with a bike to carry. Not an 

option we decided. We pushed on and came across a fork in the road, the Slovaks 

tracks went off to the right on the nice, clear path. Our GPS file told us to go left, 

across the bog and into the wild! It was here that Bryans knee required some 

strapping to make it a little more comfortable, out the nipple and insulation tape 

came and we were soon on our way. Picking our way across the bogs, most of which 

were dry due to the hot weather we had been seeing. It soon got un-ridable but oh 

so beautiful… until we saw the next climb. Some mild expletives later and we were 

all pushing our bikes up past the very most northerly point on the whole route and re 

gathering on the top. 



 

 

The view west after starting the northern most section. 

The normal long descent procedures were put in place and we all set off, picking up 

Rob's litter as we went! After picking our way down we decided it was time for some 

food so found a stream and treated ourselves to a meal in a bag. After restocking on 

water, we carried on down the hill to join the road at Achfary where it was decided a 

toilet break was required. We were told by the staff of the estate house we stopped 

at that it needed to be quick and quiet. It wasn't either but it was appreciated. The 

down side to stopping was that we all had plenty of time to look at the next climb, 

which while not particularly big or steep, after the miles we had already pushed our 

bikes that day, none of us were in the mood and so it was probably the first time 

where we were all with each other but on our own. It's a very strange feeling to be 

with people and to know that you each have each other’s backs but feel so very 

alone at the same time. It was just about getting to the top because we had 

convinced ourselves that in the village on the other side was a pizza shop. We had 

kindly been given a map of the route that a friend had made the year before. On his 

map, he had highlighted food stops with a slice of pizza. This was our goal and our 

motivation. When we had ridden through Unapool without blinking the morale left us 

like a tyre that had been slashed with a knife and so we had to carry on. 

We pushed on down the B869 looking for somewhere to pitch our tents for the night. 

Rob was losing the will to go on by this point and declared that he was happy to 

sleep on the grass verge. I was not and so I convinced him to carry on a bit further. 



This paid out as we found a very pretty and more to the point, slightly breezy camp 

spot. Tents up, beds made and a quick change of clothes we were soon eating and 

deciding on tomorrows plans. 

 

 

Better than the side of a road! 

 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 52.8 Miles    Ride time - 6 Hrs 28 min Min 

Pizza’s eaten – 0     Elevation gain – 7044 Feet 

Distance walked – 3.5 Miles 

Day 6 started as the last day ended, with fantastic views and a slight anti midgie 

breeze. After getting packed and having breakfast we were on the road again, on the 

hunt for water as we had all run out. The slight breeze had now turned into what felt 

like gale force winds and the road was a right treat with 25% incline after 25% 

incline. It was slow going to say the least. The coast was beautiful with bright blue 

seas and white sandy coves, but we all had our heads down trying to be as aero 

dynamic as possible. Well as aero dynamic as 3 portly lads with bikes laden with kit 



could ever be. We soon found a stream to fill up from and as it turned out, all the 

sheep ticks in the local area were hanging out. We were brushing them off like dust, 

a few took hold but were quickly removed and on we plodded. We had read that 

there was a great little shop in the village of Drumbeg but we were too early as it was 

a Saturday. The days of the week had long been forgotten and it wasn't until this 

point that we realised that we were still reliant on the real world. It's a strange feeling 

being self-sufficient, you can quickly lose your grip on reality and the days just blur 

into a pattern of ride, eat, sleep repeat. Moving forward was all that matters, anything 

that prevents that is a waste of time and frustrating. 

We did however; take advantage of the local facilities in Drumbeg and continued our 

battle with the headwind until Bryan called a stop as his knee was now getting a lot 

more painful, we managed to strap it up again but with our limited tapes it wasn't 

perfect. A check of the map revealed that we weren't too far away from the small 

town of Lochinver so the plan was to get there and asses Bryans knee. With some 

sublime single-track along the coast it was a great few miles into Lochinver for two of 

us anyway. Bryans knee was now too painful to carry on and he made the decision 

to call it a day. This was a very hard call to make as we were now over half way and 

heading south. It felt like we had broken the back of it and were now winning the 

fight. But it was the right decision to make as to go on would have put us in a very 

serious situation. 

Now to run the expedition by the letter of the law it required 3 people to be riding at 

all times. This is for emergency reasons, if one person had an accident in a remote 

location another could stay with the casualty and the other could fetch help. We all 

knew and understood this but we had a few resources on our side to enable the ride 

to continue. Had we not had these we would have called a stop there and then. After 

much talking, map checking and risk management we decided to continue. The main 

reason for this being that we were carrying a GPS spot tracker. This gave a live feed 

of our location to our loved ones; it also has an SOS button on it that is linked directly 

to mountain rescue. If this was pushed, then mountain rescue would be sent our 

location and would be with us asap. We decided that this button was better than a 

third person as nobody would have to leave the group on their own to fetch help, it's 

very accurate and immediate and the very reason we took it with us. 



 

 

Sweet single track into Loch Inver. 

So, after a trip to the famous pie shop, Rob managed to swap his cranks for Bryan’s 

who was also using a 30 tooth front ring we stocked up on nut's and snacks then left 

Bryan behind. I found this very hard, as the leader and Bryan’s friend I felt I had let 

him down by not helping him get home and leaving him knowing that he didn't have a 

plan to get back was a struggle and played on my mind for days until I found out his 



story. Which goes like this. 

"The decision to bail was easy to make. The morning ride from the evenings camp to 

Lochinver was agony.  Freewheeling was now as painful as pedalling, so that was it. 

Decision made.  As one challenge ended, the next began.  It was emotionally difficult 

listening to Rob and Tim planning the afternoons riding while we were tucking in to 

lunch at the Lochinver Pie Shop (highly recommended by the way!); I offered parts of 

my kit up to help them on their way, not expecting Rob to dash out and start 

switching my cranks over with his, however, bailing was absolutely the right decision 

to make.  Rob and Tim soon left to get on with the days riding. 

Just the simple task of working out how to get to Tim’s parent’s house in Spean 

Bridge, some 140 miles away, with a bike full of kit and a knackered knee on a 

Saturday afternoon…   

Lochinver is a small town in the remote north west of Scotland, with public transport 

available to Ullapool, mid-week.  Ullapool has public transport to Inverness bus 

station and Jo (Tim's Mum) had offered to pick me up from there (she’d offered to 

pick me up from Lochinver but that was a 4 hour journey each way!). Easy. But… it 

turns out any online bus information was sketchy at best and there is no bus from 

Lochinver or Ullapool on weekends.  Options were to camp in a random field for the 

weekend outside a small town with nothing to do but eat pie and chips or try and get 

to Ullapool for the night and hope there was some transport running on Sunday.  

Asking a few Lochinver locals didn’t yield much success; one looked puzzled at the 

concept of bike packing which blew his mind, so I moved on.  I’d decided that I didn’t 

want to wait in Lochinver until Monday and had a better chance of getting to 

Inverness sooner if I was able to get to Ullapool, so took the hit and arranged for a 

taxi.  During the hour long trip the taxi driver explained the impact of the dry summer 

on the fishing season in Scotland, his main business almost ruined by the low water 

levels that made the water crossings we did easy.  Suffice to say I began to take pity 

on him and put my own issues out of my mind.  Arriving in Ullapool I went to the 

tourist information office just before they closed, hoping to get some bus information 

for the following day. Fortunately, the last bus of the day had yet to depart, however I 

needed to put my bike in a box, otherwise I would end up camping for the night.  One 

guy suggested cycling 30 miles to another pick up place for the ‘bike-bus’ that would 

effectively take me back to where I started.  A dodgy knee seemed to be lost on him, 

despite his assertions that the route was pretty flat and the riding easy!   

A frantic run around some local stores for big boxes was proving fruitless; an outdoor 

shop, book shop and finally a hardware shop yielded some small boxes and tape 

that I could craft in to a ropey but functional box big enough for my bike.  Building a 

dodgy looking bike box outside the beer garden of a pub and fish restaurant seemed 

to get people’s attention.  With a crowd of kids watching I was grateful of the many 

hours watching Blue Peter and my box started to take shape. With 5 minutes to 

spare I had the box made, bike disassembled and packed with my bags all daisy 



chained together I triumphantly headed off to the tourist information place to buy a 

bus ticket.  The bus driver, clearly impressed with my shabby attempt at making a 

bike box, jovially said that he would have allowed me on to the bus without the box…  

Arriving at Inverness, Jo promptly helped pack my kit in to her car and off we headed 

to Fort Augustus for a fish and chip dinner before getting home and enjoying the first 

shower in a couple of days.  Whilst a fresh coffee each morning was a welcome 

change to the packing of tents, kit and cooking up breakfast I know where I would 

have rather been.  With only smelly cycling gear to wear, a trip in to Fort William for 

some fresh clothes was needed; rocking the sale fashion accessories that I had 

bought, the long wait began." 

As Rob and I rode off I was still trying to decide if I/we had made the right choices 

but I knew with our experience, fitness and the tracker we would be fine. So, on we 

went until we met the might of Glen Canisp. On the map it didn't look too bad, mostly 

traversing along the glen floor with some small climbs. How wrong we were, the 

ground was strewn with so many rocks, both loose and stuck in the ground that it 

was pretty much un-rideable, we resided in the fact that we were now taking our 

bikes for a push. And what a push it was, nearly 5 miles of it. Once the trail started 

pointing downhill towards Cam Loch we got a little excited over the prospect of 

getting back on the bikes. This excitement was soon crushed when we realised we 

were now having to push/hold onto our bikes as we headed down to the Loch side. 

Once here it was possible to ride again although with the nature of riding on a shore 

line, it slopes towards the water and with the loose rocks strewn everywhere we kept 

finding our wheels having a little paddle. After a bit more pushing we saw that fabled 

road material "tarmac". It had been nearly 5 hours since we last saw the stuff, I 

nearly hugged it! 

From here it’s a long section on the road back to the Oykle Bridge Hotel which after 

so long off the bike you would think it would have been nice. But all we did was 

moan about our now sore sit bones. Once at the hotel for the second and last 

resupply, now with even more choices as we had lost another rider. We had missed 

the last food orders for the day so no more meat balls but we had a pint and a packet 

of crisps. The hotel guests who had been so fascinated by our story two days earlier 

were now even more intrigued by what we were doing, after issuing a warning about 

our odour and a summary of the last two days we were bought another pint. We 

were also wondering what to do with all the extra food, there was now 3 people 

worth being left behind. We were toying with leaving it with the bar to sell and put the 

proceeds in the mountain rescue pot but then the nice lady who brought us a pint 

offered to make a donation to RAFA and the poppy appeal if she could take the rest 

for her son. Pressure off of us and with bags full of food, we were more than happy 

and now feeling a little giddy after being dehydrated and two pints down. After a hug 

and a peck on the cheek, not sure what she was smelling to want to come that close, 

we were packed, slightly pissed and on our way again. 

We didn't have far to go as 4 miles up the hill was a cracking bothy called the School 



house bothy. The clue is in the name, it used to be a School for all the children that 

lived in the remote hills around the area. It had been very well maintained and was 

decked out with a few traditional school desks, chalk board and some books. But 

more importantly it had someone else in it, a fascinating 72 year old man who uses 

his bike to ride from the nearest train station to negotiate filming on parts of the 

remote estates of Scotland. He kindly made us a brew while we sorted kit out and 

got some food sorted. I had bought a steak and ale pie to go in the pie shop and 

what a treat it was after such a long day. The now normal evening conversation 

about where we would try and get to the following day was dispatched and as the 

sun set it was time to turn in. 

 

 

School House Bothy. With an airing bench at the side! 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 49.0 Miles     Ride time - 6 Hrs 42 min Min 

Distance walked – 4.5 Miles    Members lost - 1 

Elevation gain – 5049 Feet 

Day 7, a week riding bikes was now on the cards and this one started much like day 

5 did, with the "lads" chasing us out of camp. Fortunately, as we were staying in the 

bothy we managed to get a full breakfast in us this time, although breakfast wasn't 



lasting as long now and we were on the hunt for more food at about 10am. The 

constant snacking on nuts and trail mix was ok, but the body was always after 

something more substantial. After losing a pint of blood to get the water bottles filled 

up we were on some nice tracks and trails that led over to the town of Ullapool. 

It was an unspoken rule that we never mentioned the word puncture or "the p word" 

as it became known. It was on this next section that Rob kindly got all the punctures, 

the first one was fixed with the sealant that was already inside, the one 5 meters 

later required more sealant to be added. The one 20 minutes later needed the tyre to 

be removed and a patch to be applied. More sealant and all the CO2 canisters later 

we were on our way again but now behind by an hour or so. Not that time was an 

issue but like I have said before, if we weren’t eating, sleeping or riding it felt very 

frustrating to be stopped even if we couldn't carry on with flat tires. 

 

 

Seeing what the fish think to tyre sealant! 

The sights and sounds of a busy town were something of a surprise to me and 

negotiating traffic wasn't something that we had really had to think about over the 



last few days. First things first we were on the hunt for food, we found a fantastic 

place that sold battered haddock in a wrap. This was just what was required, I could 

have eaten 3 of them but thought that a bit rude in a public place, so enjoyed my 

single portion and then thought I’d best make sure Bryan was ok. After a few 

messages, I was happy that he was safe and well, with that knowledge I felt like a 

weight was lifted and my mood seemed happier. We found a camping shop and Rob 

got his pants pulled down for some new CO2 cartridges. We also had to find some 

glue as all the walking had taken its toll on Rob's bike packing specific shoes and the 

sole was falling apart/off. A trip to Tesco, some glue and some bananas later and 

Rob was hopping around the entrance to Tesco declaring that "me foot is foaming all 

over the place". We strapped his foot into his shoe and got under way again. It was 

down the side of a busy road before finding the signs for the "coffin road". 

 



 

 

 

Coffin Road, enough said! 

It was as bad as it sounds, ridiculously steep, slippery and none of it rideable. There 

was lots of sighing and if it weren’t for the laughing I think we would have been sat 

on the floor crying. The mental strength of the people that do this ride on their own 

must be next level. The amount of times that I drew strength from that fact I wasn't 

suffering alone was already more than I could recall, and we still had 4 days to go! 

But as with all hills, it didn’t last forever and we were soon back on the bikes picking 

our way across to the Fisherfield area. Our original plans for the day were to get 

through this glen in one day and camp in Polewe but with Rob's punctures we 

decided that a night stop at one of the bothies in the Glen was the sensible option. 

So, after taking in the breath-taking views of this Glen, it felt prehistoric to me, so 

remote and removed from anything we had experienced so far. The descent down to 

the valley floor was great and all rideable and we were soon buzzing along the Glen 

looking for a habitable bothy. The first one was all locked up but after a few more 

miles we found the Shaneval Bothy. After dumping the bikes, we made our way in 

and found one lady who was walking in the area staying the night. After the usual 

exchange of what we were doing and what she was doing we started to sort 

ourselves out. Fortunately, the nice lady went out for a little walk at this point as we 

took our shoes off and the smell that followed was on a par with the tumble drier 

odour. After 4 days of constant wet feet trench foot was now becoming a real thing 



and with no real opportunity to dry our feet there wasn't much we could do about it. 

So, I threw my shoes and socks outside for the night, covered my feet in Sudcream 

and made ghost footprints all over the place. 

 

 

Looking down into Fisherfield valley. 

Beds made upstairs while the lady took a small room downstairs we got some food 

on the go and studied the maps to try and decide where to get to the next day. 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 36.5 Miles 

Distance walked – 4.1 Miles 

Elevation gain – 4685 Feet 

Ride time - 5 Hrs 18 min Min 

Socks disposed of – 2 



 

 

Nice bothy, smelly socks! 

 

Day 8 had a picturesque start with wall to wall blue skies and the amazing setting we 

were in just made it better. We had both slept well in the bothy and I think my shoes 

had killed off all the local midgies. Keeping with tradition we set off the wrong way, 

heading back down the track we had come up. Our thinking was that it would take us 

back to a track that was following the river down the head of the loch. We were 

wrong, so pushed our bikes back up to the bothy, found the right track and got on 

with the day. After a couple of miles, we were at the head of Loch na Sealga where 

the trail crosses the river. With Rob being a non-swimmer he was quite nervous 

about this so I went first to test the water so to speak. Due to the hot dry weather, we 

had been experiencing the water only came half way up my calves, Rob was happy 

we didn't need to make a raft and get the arm bands out for this crossing. It did mean 

our feet were now soaked again. 



 

 

No arm bands required this time! 

The trail then took a turn to the right and with it the climb out of the valley showed 

itself to us. With a sigh and a look there was nothing for it and we began the push 

out, an hour later and we felt like we had escaped and the views back down were 

amazing. What a start to the day it had been.  A bit of flat, well flat for Scotland and 

we found a huge descent that led down to Carnmore bothy. It was about 50% 

rideable with our bikes being so heavy and always airing on the side of caution, we 

picked our way down and met some walkers coming the other way. They had ridden 

into the valley for a couple of hours before hiding their bikes and then walking for a 

couple of hours just to get to this point. This gave us a small bit of encouragement, 

knowing we would be covering the ground faster than they did. Crossing the man-

made causeway and the trail turned into a brilliant strip of single track with perfect 

turns that seemed to go on for ages. Dropping into the woods we followed the track 

down to the village of Poolewe where scrambled egg with smoked salmon on toast 

and a bowl of soup chaser was the order of the day. Although we ate outside, after 5 

days of no washing and with an opportunity to get my feet out, sitting outside was a 

small price to pay. 

This was the only point on the trip where we diverted from the original course, it is an 

accepted diversion and due to the original bit of trail being overgrown in the summer 

months. So, with the postman’s path out of action we had to take the Tollie pass. I'll 

sum this up with a direct quote from my notes that were written on the day. "Tollie 



Pass, total shite. 2-hour push/drag/carry, up, along and down. Lots of quiet time for 

self-reflection with some not so loving looks between us." 

Enough said about that bit. Some good came out of it though as due to 2 hours of 

quiet time we came up with some training tips for any people wanting to attempt the 

HT550 in the future. These are all performed off the bike. 

1) Remove a crank and peddle from bike, give to a loved one who can smash you in 

the calf/shin with it whenever they fancy. No retaliation allowed, and no expression of 

pain allowed either. 

2) When sat down and not using your feet they must be submerged in water at all 

time while wearing shoes. 

3) Keep a small selection of sand and stones in your shoes/socks at all times. 

4) Learn to laugh instead of cry. 

5) When planning a training ride, remove the peddles and just take your bike for a 

walk. Get used to walking next to you bike. 

After this and due to us still being on the alternative route we had an 11-mile road 

section down to the Whistle Stop cafe in Kinlochewe. We broke this up by doing mile 

sections at the front, leap frogging each other and moaning about having sore bums. 

Once at the cafe we had a sandwich and a drink then were having a conversation 

about pushing on for another 10 miles to get to a bothy for the night when two blokes 

on motorbikes asked us what we were doing. After explaining the route, they asked 

why we had such big tyres. So, some more explaining about the route being mostly 

off road and they offered to buy us a drink! By this point the camp site around the 

corner was calling our names so the bonus 10 miles was saved for the next day. 

I had a bit of a moment when we were checking in at the camp site, the nice lady 

was asking for our addresses, phone numbers and what seemed like our inside leg 

measurements. I hadn’t thought about any of these things in over a week now and 

struggled to relay the information. It was like the information had been archived in my 

brain and I needed a password to get it out. Eventually we were booked in and even 

managed to get some laundry powder to wash our clothes. Tents up and we were off 

to the showers. I could have stayed in there all night; it was bliss to feel the hot clean 

water on my manky skin. Rob said exactly the same and then we got all our honking 

kit in the wash before hanging it in the drying room. I was looking forward to putting 

on clean clothes in the morning! While Rob was in the shower I spotted wild 

raspberries growing all around our tents so filled my mug, ready for some desert 

later. I did get asked what I was doing by the owner as there was a house over the 

hedge and I suppose it looked like I was peeping through the window! If he had 

known my motivation for food at this point I’m sure he wouldn't have questioned it. 

They were tasty berries though. 



Food on and the lads found us, so we retreated to the washing up room where we 

discussed our goals for the next day. 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 34.9 Miles     Ride time - 5 Hrs 8 min Min 

Distance walked – 3.3 Miles    Trench foot rating – 5/10. 

Elevation gain – 3812 Feet 

Day 9 started with a breeze that soon disappeared which allowed the lads to pitch up 

for some breakfast. This encouraged us to leave a bit earlier than planned and 

meant the tents got packed away damp. Two minutes after leaving Rob realised he 

had left a top in the drying room, so our record of poor starts to the day remained 

consistent. I have done quite a bit of riding in this area and knew that there was an 

amazing descent ahead of us this morning. It may not have been all rideable with 

these bikes and their extra weight, but it was still a cracking bit of trail. So, after 10 

miles and a bit of pushing we were set to enjoy some sweet single track. Until Rob's 

rear brake decided to stop working. 

After a faff at the top we decided that we were wasting too much time and not getting 

anywhere in every sense of the word so carried on and just pushed down most of the 

hill. This was frustrating to say the least but, our sensible heads were on and 

finishing the whole ride was much more important than riding down one small part of 

it. Once off the hill and back on a road we were trying to sort a plan to fix/replace the 

brake. A call to international rescue went in but it was going to take too long for mum 

to get to us and we weren’t planning on staying near civilization tonight. We decided 

that we would try and find a garage with some mineral oil to bleed the brake and see 

if this would fix it. A bit further down the road and the plan had now changed from 

garage to anywhere that might have oil. It didn't take long before we rode past a 

house with a gentleman outside washing the bottom of his mower. A sharp u turn 

later and we were in his drive way explaining what we were doing. As with everyone 

we met on the ride, he couldn't have been more helpful and told Rob he could look 

through his sheds for some oil while I filled up all the water bottles and got his bike 

ready for a brake bleed. Unfortunately, we couldn't find any brake fluid but we did 

find some mineral 2 stroke oil. Not perfect but much better than nothing, after a 

bleed, Rob's brake ejected what looked like a mouse poo and sucked up fluid like we 

had soaked up the two pints a few nights before. 

While we were sorting the brake the property owner went into his house and came 

out with brews and a huge box of biscuits then told us to eat as much as we liked. Bit 

of a mistake and we were soon fighting our inner fat people, next time I’m up that 

way I’m taking him some replacements for his box. We pretty much ravaged his 

supply of treats. After a hand shake we were on a sugar high and giggling our way 

down the road, happy that the brake was sorted. Not much further and we were 



thinking of food again, after looking at the map we had a big climb and off-road 

section to Dornie so a stop at a restaurant before the climb was made with 

impeccable timing. A huge rain front came through while we were tucking into soup 

and sandwiches. The kindness of people is overwhelming and it nearly brought me 

to tears, the old fella could have told us to bugger off, he had no reason to help us, 

we weren’t injured, it wasn't an emergency. But he stopped what he was doing, let us 

root through his shed's, fed and watered us, all out of the kindness of his heart. He 

took an interest in what we were doing, had some banter, wished us well and sent us 

on our ways with high spirits and blood sugar levels. We should all take inspiration 

from this. Not long after my mood changed considerably. 

It was about here that I had a new experience whilst riding a bike. Overwhelming 

frustration. This was all down to people being nice, concerned for our well-being and 

how we were getting on. How can someone get frustrated over this? Well i'll tell you! 

First I’ll try to express the level of frustration I encountered, for an hour I rode with my 

fists clenched so tightly on my grips that when I came to remove them I couldn't. I 

had to slide one had off the grip and then peel the other hand off. The reason for this 

was my wife requesting information on our progress so that the stations community 

officer could do a Facebook update to let any interested personnel know how we 

were getting on. Looking back this is a farcical and embarrassing reason but at the 

time, the thought of having to stop riding my bike just to send a message saying 

where we were and that we were riding bikes really wound me up. It's even raising 

my heart rate as I type this, reliving the experience. Why? The only reason I can 

think is that our focus was now so firmly on finishing that anything that didn't mean 

we were moving forward, fuelling our move forward or mean we were resting really 

didn't matter. Pathetic I know but at the time, very frustrating. I did manage to send 

my Mrs a message telling her to contact Bryan who had all the time in the world to 

send messages. 

As soon as the rain had blown through we carried on up a steep road climb with food 

repeating on us before turning left and heading up the Attadale climb, watching huge 

lorries full of wood creeping down the hill. The top of the hill was a mess after all the 

timber extraction and we had to push along the edges of huge muddy troughs, once 

at the edge of the wood the drop down to the valley floor was ace and it was nice to 

have a bit of speed for the first time that day. Looking at the map, it appeared that 

the trail turns right towards Dornie for a few miles before joining the road and 

heading into Dornie. While this is the case, the trail that turns right is a stinker and 

one only a mountain goat should be negotiating, not to porky lads with heavy bikes 

full of kit. At one point the trail split but as it wasn't going to split far I took the high 

road, Rob the low road. After the traditional bit of "you take the high road" singing we 

could no longer see each other. I came to a gate in a fence, pushed my bike through 

and looked around. I could see the trail Rob would be taking but after a minute or so 

I hadn't seen him so I went to the edge and peered over. The sight below me was 

one I couldn't help but laugh at, Rob teetering on a 6-foot stile with his bike wobbling 



about in his hand. The hand rail of the stile then snapped but he managed to catch 

himself before the whole lot ended up in the heather on the floor. I think the only 

reason I found it so funny was because of the gate just up the hill was so much 

easier! After lifting his bike up the small cliff and Rob following we were both on the 

high road and soon on the road to Dornie making good progress. 

We weren’t hungry so just grabbed a drink and a chocolate bar from a local store 

then got on with a long road section down to Sheil Bridge. We knew there was a big 

climb out of Sheil Bridge up to Glen Affric and the sight of an ice cream was too 

much to just ride past. After slumping on the grass in a camp site entrance and 

eating ice cream it was very hard to get going again. With the possibility of just 

pitching a tent and worrying about the climb in the morning seeming more and more 

appealing. We knew what the right thing to do was and begrudgingly swung our legs 

over our bikes and began the climb. The start was great, up some double track with 

a tail wind to a youth hostel. After this the track turned savage, narrow single track 

and really steep. Up and up we went, picking our way towards the top, edging closer 

with every step. Another annoying part of pushing your bike up hills is when you are 

shoving the bike and the front wheel hits something that stops the bike. You had 

been pushing with so much force that the rear wheel comes off the ground, all that 

wasted effort is frustrating but, a peddle to the calf soon brings you back to earth with 

a painful crash. Not that you are allowed to express this pain, we had made a rule by 

this point that for a calf hit you had to shout "more", for a shin strike a loud "yes" was 

to be yelled out. This was the level at which we were now operating at. Anything to 

make a crap situation a bit brighter! 

Once we had reached the summit it wasn't far to the bothy we had planned to stay 

at, rounding a corner we saw its red roof, rounding another corner and we couldn't 

see it's red roof?! It was mentioned that someone had the building on casters and 

was pulling it away, faster than we could catch it. Obviously, this wasn't the case and 

we soon caught it and found it inhabited by a lovely young lady who wasn't too put 

off by our stench and managed to hold conversation with us until 11pm. Our latest 

night so far. We got some food in us, beds set up, Rob even got his tent hung up to 

dry and save a few grams on the bike. Then I got the toffee waffles out that I had 

hidden in my bags back at Dornie stores. Little treats like that at the end of the day 

seemed to pick the spirits up, shame I only noticed this after the peeping Tom 

raspberry incident! Still they were tasty and a great way to finish a long day in the 

saddle. We were both looking forward to the next day, not only because it was the 

penultimate day, also because we were going to finish the second loop of the ride 

when we got back to Fort Augustus but also because there was some more rule 

breaking to be enjoyed! 



 

 

This bothy was on wheels I swear! 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 48.9 Miles    Ride time - 6 Hrs 20 Min 

Distance walked – 2.9 Miles   Strangers biscuits eaten - 10-15(ish). 

Elevation gain – 5518 Feet 

Day 10 began with to heavily fatigued podgy lads trying to creep out of the bothy at 

the crack of dawn, we were up early and decided to get on the trails to give us a 

longer rest that night before the last day. With some sweet single track leading into 

double track all the way down Glen Affric with a tail wind. It was the perfect start and 

we made great progress. 



 

 

Rob riding out of Glen Affric. 

 But then the inevitable happened, the trail changed direction and we were left 

looking at the sky as the biggest climb of the day began, up through an old forest 

before it joined a new wind turbine access road. While nice and wide, it was very 

loose to ride on and when the descent started we had to be careful on the corners. 

Fortunately, the local woolly backs had created a slither of express way down the 

middle of the trail, if we stayed on their path then it was miles of smiles all the way 

down to Glen Morrison. Another climb loomed, while a gentler gradient the bums 

were now getting sore again and with miles and hours of just sitting with nothing else 

to think about, all the focus just went into moaning about our sore bums. We were 

following an old military road and the going was fairly easy in comparison to some of 

the last few days’ ascents but with 10 days of riding under our belts it seemed like we 

were on a treadmill, going the wrong way. 

This was the second and last point where I experienced overwhelming frustration. 

This, again was all down to people being nice, concerned for our well-being and how 

we were getting on. This time it was manifested with me riding along with my jaw 

clenched shut for half an hour. What tipped me over the edge this time? My Mum 

being nice! Crazy, not my Mum being nice, crazy that that's what sent me over the 

edge! All she was trying to do was find out when we were going to be in Fort 

Augustus so her, my Dad and Bry could meet us for lunch. But every time I had to 



check my phone meant lunch was going to be later as we weren’t moving forward. 

It's pissing me off again as I type this! We had a live GPS tracker that everyone had 

a link too, they could see exactly where we were, how fast we were going. I was sure 

they could have worked out where we were! Grrrrrrrrrr!!!! As it turned out the tracker 

wasn't very accurate, but I didn't know that, nobody had told me and we just wanted 

to get there as fast as possible. 

What snapped me out of my clenched jaw frustration? Rob trying to do a tail whip on 

the descent into Fort Augustus! I'm not sure what came over him but the sight of his 

back wheel trying to overtake his front wheel in the air sent my stomach into my 

mouth and parted my teeth. Much giggling ensued, I think primarily as to Rob getting 

away with it. We both kept our wheels firmly on the ground all the way down into the 

town where some friendly faces were a welcome sight, as was a big bit of battered 

cod in two bread rolls. 

We hadn't even sat down and Bry was already telling us about next year’s HT550 

exped and what we need to do differently. There was still plenty of miles to go this 

year yet, you defiantly can't relax and say it's over until you are off the bike in 

Tyndrum. Rob and I both listened with wry smiles on our faces, trying to get the food 

in our faces as fast as possible while still being polite. I nipped to the shop for some 

more nuts and bits of chocolate for my snack bag, Mum had most of the chocolate 

before it was even in my bag and we were on our way again. Heading down the 

Great Glen Way now, the going was good, the track smooth and wide. 

Loch Oich dispatched we were now heading down the side of Loch Lochy when we 

met a bloke in full road cycling kit on a full carbon road bike looking a bit sheepish 

and a little lost. We stopped, and he asked how far to the next road crossing and that 

he was riding a well know road route. I had lived up there for 11 years before joining 

the RAF and was sure he wasn't on a road route. We sent him on his way and we 

continued on ours, giggling away at the thought of him getting pinged all over the 

shop on his tiny little tyres. 



 

 

Heading south along Loch Lochy with Ben Nevis in the distance. 

Our final bit of rule breaking was planned, why sleep in a tent when I could sleep in 

my own bed at my parents’ house? It is only 3 miles from the route, while not 

available to everyone, it was available to me and my mates. Full advantage was 

getting taken off! Once at Gairlochy Rob got in my parents’ van and got a lift to the 

house, he was saving his legs for the last day. I wasn't cheating. I hadn't "cheated" 

yet and wasn't about too! I settled into the climb and was soon at my childhood home 

where Mum had made us roast lamb with all the trimmings and a summer pudding 

for desert. Showers and a change of clothes, I got my tent dried out and prepped my 

kit for the last day. Another hour or so on how, when, why and who was doing the 

ride next year from Bryan and we were in bed, a real bed, with a pillow and 

everything! 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance – 62.4 Miles     Ride time - 7 Hrs 1 Min 

Distance walked – 1.6 Miles    Miles cheated by Rob - 3 

Elevation gain – 5141 Feet 



Day 11. Last day!!! It sounded just as good on the actual day. After a full English 

breakfast, which was a right treat after 10 days of porridge we packed up and hit the 

road for 8am. Rob rode back to Gairlochy as it was downhill and we picked up the 

canal tow path into Fort William. A nice fast 12 miles were dispatched; we both knew 

where we were going today having both ridden this whole section before. With this 

knowledge, we were keen to get on and so we climbed out of Fort William gently but 

at a reasonable pace. Now following the West Highland Way, the volume of foot 

traffic was overwhelming, we both commented on this at the same time. Coming 

around one corner and we could see for 3 or 4 miles ahead of us, the number of 

people strewn along this tiny stretch of trail was more than we had seen the whole 

way around the 550 miles. It felt like a new experience to have to navigate around 

them, say hello and be polite. A part of me felt like they should be getting out of our 

way, we were the returning champions, the only survivors of 11 days in the hills. But 

before I could try and snap my handlebars or break my own jaw I had a word and 

told myself that these people don't know that, they might be on an equally arduous 

journey. Who knows? But I resided in the fact that I was moving in the right direction 

and at a good pace. We dropped down into Kinlochleven, I say dropped, we walked 

down most of the descent, but this didn't matter. It was still only 11 am and my 

breakfast hadn't even worn off yet. A trip into the shop and I got to the check-out 

wishing I had picked up a basket. For someone that wasn't really hungry I had a lot 

of food. But knowing what lay ahead I knew I was going to need the calories. After 

putting the inevitable off for as long as possible we mounted up and started the 

double track climb up to the bottom of Devils Staircase. Any climb with a name like 

that doesn't need too much describing. The double track that leads up to it though is 

an access road for the old aluminium smelting plant but is rarely used now. The track 

is very loose and picking a line is tough, but with the bit firmly between my teeth and 

knowing that this was the last major climb not only of the day but the whole ride, I 

didn't care what my heart rate was doing. I wanted to ride it all, my legs felt strong, 

my bum didn't hurt and the flow of people coming down were getting out of my way. I 

picked my way up, somehow keeping traction, I glanced over my shoulder a few 

times, Rob still there, spinning away also in his happy place. I received a few words 

of encouragement from some people I passed, one lady asked why I wasn't riding an 

e-bike. My heart rate was so high that I could only squeeze out thanks, cheers and 

yea's. She didn't get a response! I cleaned it up to where the single track starts and 

took a photo to celebrate. 



 

 

See, no batteries here! 

After regrouping we started the single-track climb, Rob now fully aware of my 

intentions of riding as much as possible. Some bits were to technical and steep to be 

considered but I managed most of it, admittedly there was some showing off going 

on, I couldn't not with all the walkers about, they seemed in awe of us with big heavy 

bikes, trying to ride up what they were struggling to walk down. At one point, I was 

approaching the second of two steep technical parts to the climb and a group of 

Italians were walking down. They kindly moved to the side to let me past, I said 

thanks and thought no more of it. Just as the trail kicked up I found that I had a group 

of Italian fans running next to me, cheering me on. These people didn't know me, 

they would never see me again, they didn't know what I was doing but they stopped 

walking down the hill and started running up it, just to offer a sweaty stranger a 

morale boost. And what a boost it was! With renewed vigour, I was off, around the 



corner on a rocky out crop I found the blue rinse brigade having their cucumber 

sandwiches. Another opportunity for a bit of show boating but a failed one this time. I 

made it most of the way but had to bail this time, I blamed the ramblers, but the truth 

is, I didn't want to crash in front of them! Up to the top and a well-deserved rest along 

with a huge feeling of accomplishment, now knowing that all the major climbing was 

done. We put a few extra psi in the rear tyres to stop the pinch flats on the way down 

and got on it. Dodging the walkers and drainage bars we were soon at the bottom in 

Glen Coe, heading for the finish. 

I have driven this part hundreds of times but never ridden this section and in my silly 

head it wasn't going to take very long, as it turns out, it takes quite a while. Following 

the road for a short while down to the Kings House hotel, where a call to my parents 

was put in. They wanted to be our welcoming party and Bry needed to be with us to 

drive home the next day. We then followed the old road until it crossed the main one 

and headed up towards the ski centre. While not hard in comparison to the last 10 

days this bit dragged, I was trying to pick the pace up, but it was like I was dragging 

an anchor along. I'm not calling Rob an anchor by the way. It was just slow going, we 

plodded away, watching the hour’s tick by faster than the miles seemed to and 

eventually the trail started pointing down and we could see the dip in the valley 

where Tyndrum was. But we had obviously done something wrong today as Rob got 

a puncture, determined to get to the end as fast as we could we just threw sealant in 

it, pumped it up and carried on. A few miles later and it was still going down but we 

weren’t stopping to put a tube in. That would take too long. More pumping and we 

carried on. we crossed the road for the last time at Bridge of Orchy where Rob 

decided to lighten the load by smashing in all his energy gels! We got back to where 

the trail had led us up Glen Lyon on the first day, pumped some more air in the ever-

deflating wheel and set our sight on the end. 

Rolling down the hill to the village of Tyndrum, I thought I'd feel all sorts of emotions, 

joy, relief and a sense of euphoria amongst others. But the truth is I didn't feel 

anything. I'm not sure why, maybe because it had been so long coming, it had been 

our goal, I had played our grand arrival through in my head for so many hours, even 

since the start let alone half way. Mum and Bry were waiting for us and gave a little 

cheer, I think I managed to raise a hand as we rode past. Rolling into the car park I 

felt a sense of loss, I felt like I was now missing something, tomorrow I didn't have to 

ride my bike, I didn’t have to moan about my sore bum or people phoning me or 

another goat track or another peddle to the calf and I missed it already. I hadn't even 

got off the bike. 



 

 

Fin. 

I phoned my wife to let her know and she seemed happier than I did. Probably 



because I wouldn't be out training every night for months and months, but I know she 

and many others were very happy for us. Deep down I was happy but more relived 

that we had completed it. 

While not everyone had finished it, all that had started had given it their all, 

immersed themselves in every moment they were there. Whether it was getting up a 

climb, working out if the crazy horse lady had any pants on, choosing the right thing 

to eat, overcoming obstacles both physical and mental ones. The hours and hours of 

silence while riding next to someone but with nothing to talk about. Just a raised eye 

brow and a smile to see you through the next 10 miles. Not forgetting the 

uncountable number of peddles to the calves and shins. 

Our goal was to inspire people, not necessarily to do this ride but to go out and 

challenge yourselves. Set yourselves a goal, it doesn't matter what it is, it doesn't 

need to be a physical challenge, just a goal, a target, something to drive you and 

achieve. How you get there is up to you, we just had to keep moving forward and 

despite all the obstacles we made it. Unfortunately, not everyone did which means it 

sounds like I'm going back next year to get them around. 

Stats for the day were; 

Total distance –52.2 Miles 

Distance walked 2 Miles 

Elevation gain – 5846 Feet 

Ride time - 6 Hrs 36 min Min 

E-Bikes used - 0 

 

Some totals for you all that can't be bothered adding up; 

Total distance - 558.5 Miles 

Total distance walked - 32 miles and gained 17990 Ft while walking 

Total elevation gain - 54673 Ft (1.88 Everest’s) 

Total ride time - 69 Hrs 32 Min 

I used roughly 51263 KCal (195 McDonalds cheese burgers) 

Average riding speed 8.03 Mph 

 

Some people and companies that I feel should have an extra mention as a way of 



saying thank you are as follows; my parents Jo and Eric for all their help which was 

given without question and at the drop of a hat, it would have been a lot more 

stressful without knowing you had our backs. 

All our wives, partners and families for putting up with all our talk of bikes, hours and 

days out training. The love and support you gave us all did not go un-noticed and it 

was greatly appreciated. 

Expedition Foods for providing many of the Kcal that we burnt, looking forward to a 

tasty meal at the end of the day was a huge motivation. You can keep the scrambled 

egg though, not for me I’m afraid! 

Alan Goldsmith for creating the route and providing lots of advice before we set off. 

The Tyndrum Inn for some comfy beds and full glasses before and after. 

The Oykle Bridge Hotel for holding 12 Kg of food for us. 

All the other riders on the expedition, I’m sure we all helped each other at some point 

both physically and mentally. 

All the sections at RAF Benson who helped in getting kit, sorting travel 

arrangements, allowing time off for training and again, the support from the whole 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 


