Sussex Canoe Club Goes To Scotland!!
Day 1: Monday 26th December (Boxing Day)
TRAVEL: 570miles/920km
Having just celebrated Christmas, the bravest of the brave from Sussex Canoe Club got together to undertake a 10 hour drive to Scotland for 8 days paddling. After what seemed like forever we hit the Scottish border, with high spirits – we were nearly there! 2 hours later, as we swerved across Rannoch Moor in torrential rain and gale force winds, our only consolation was that Lee, Jenny, Jo and Matt were still somewhere in South England. As we got closer to Fort William, the weather got progressively worse, with sections of the road looking like they might be easier to paddle than drive through. The idea of seal launching out the back of the van was considered, but rejected due to the likelihood of becoming pinned on the crash barrier.
Day 2: Tuesday 27th December
Lower Nevis: II/III(IV)
Lower Roy: II/III
For our first day's paddling we were all up bright and early for 8am due to a mixture of enthusiasm and bullying, and we set off for the Lower Nevis for a warm-up paddle. Immediately after the put-on were a couple of “warm-up” grade III drops which saw Steve take the first roll of the trip after “deliberately” running them backwards. After that however, it calmed down to a nice and easy grade II: good fun, if a bit scrapey – turns out even constant rain isn't enough to get the Nevis flowing. It finished with a nice grade IV rapid, which resulted in a couple of rolls and a swim from Jenny.
After having scraped our boats down the river all morning, we decided to try out the Lower Roy as it was meant to have a bit more water in. As it turned out, most of the water seemed to have made it's way to the path to the get-on, and more than one person ended up with a muddy bum whilst trying to drag kayaks down a slope knee-deep in mud! Finally, after a lot of faff we were on the water, and although it wasn't exactly the high-and-bouncy Grade III the guidebook had promised us, it was still a fun grade II/III with lots of eddies for break-out practising. The only notable rapids were a in a couple of places where the river split in two, and we set of down them with Lee's words of assurance “I think this is the right way... probably... what's the worst that can happen?!” ringing in our ears... luckily he always chose the right way!
Day 3: Wednesday 28th December
Garry: III+
Oich: II
Amazingly, even on day 3 people were still awake early, and anticipation was high as we got to the put-on for our 3rd river: the Garry. The first rapid was large, with a big hole, which required a tight left line, that caught out both Jenny and Matt, giving Matt his first swim of the trip. The rest of the river was fast flowing and quite Alpine like, never quite hitting grade IV, but quite full on, with lots of stoppers which Lee's group seemed delight in (accidentally) falling into. Jenny impressed us all by swimming down every rapid, and Lee showed his dedication by chaseboating for a kilometre past the take-out!
Despite all the drama, the Garry was over pretty quickly, and we headed off to the River Oich, which was essentially flat, but made interesting by the fact that it was no longer constrained by trivial things such as banks, and in places it was difficult to distinguish river from field. There were a few bouncy bits, however as it was mostly flat, the boys were freed up to mess around and try to knock each other over as there weren't any rapids to do it for them. Before long the 9km had flown past, and we were at the take-out within an hour of getting on.
Day 4: Thursday 29th December (Ricky arrives)
Loy: III/IV
Lower Nevis Drop: IV
Day 4 was a good day as we had to wait for Ricky to arrive at Fort William, which in turn meant we didn't have to get up on Lee's command at 8am! In theory we started off late so we'd had loads of time to prepare, wouldn't need to faff, and could still get 2 sections in before dark... “In Theory” being the key phrase...
After maximum faffing we reached The Loy which had lots of water in and turned out to be one of the best rivers of the trip. It was a fun river with 4 or 5 drops along the way, the most notable of which was the 8ft fall about halfway down. Upon seeing the onerous horizon line, Alex went ahead to scout it out, running it down the left and swimming at the bottom! To his credit, he got himself and all his kit out fine, but it did prompt the rest of us to get out and inspect it! The rest of us ran it down the middle, apart from Dave who was feeling daring, and Alex, who had to run the left again to prove he wasn't completely rubbish. The only swim came from Katie who ran the drop like a pro, only to capsize on the flat water and end up stranded with just a paddle on a island in the middle of the river!
By the time we got off the Loy, unsurprisingly, it was getting too late to run another river, so we headed back to the Lower Nevis so the boys could run the last drop again. This turned out to be more of an undertaking than expected as Matt hit a rock that was “not there last time! Honestly!” and took a swim.
Off the river, the general feeling was that we had been majorly lazy the last few nights by staying in so most of us bit the bullet and walked the whole kilometre trek to the pub. Jenny and Chris stayed behind so they could have some “special” hugs, and Jo and Dave thoughtfully stayed with them, just to make it that little bit more awkward. The pub turned out to be a big success, with lots of pool, alcohol and our first real Scottish person, who advised us that “noone in Scotland drinks whisky”... Personally I think we should have taken his advice, as the walk home still escapes my memory!
Day 5: Friday 30th December
Upper Orchy: II
Middle Orchy: III/IV
The Orchy was easy grade II to start, before getting harder and bloody cold. Katie sensibly got off after the grade II section – nothing to do with being hungover – and then got to watch and laugh as the others paddled the rest of the section in heavy snow. Unsurprisingly, when people got off to inspect a grade V drop with a couple of inches of snow on the ground, everyone elected to get changed instead! This was done in record time, and then we all piled into the car and headed into town for hot chocolates and warm whisky with lemon and honey.
Day 6: Saturday 31st December (New Years Eve)
Gloy: IV
Lower Roy: III
The Gloy was great fun: a tight and technical grade IV gorge, which was only 1km long, but took ages to do. Matt swam halfway down and his boat got pinned perfectly in centre-flow which required Lee to actually get wet to rescue it. A massive faff then ensued as Matt and Jenny set up a complex belay system to pull both him and the boat out of the gorge. We were later advised that the reason the road here was cordoned off was because a large portion of the cliff had recently fallen away into the river!
Afterwards we went back to do the Lower Roy again, and the epicness of the first run was summed up by noone being able to remember any of the rapids on it. The muddy track to the put-on and the dead sheep soon jogged our memory, and we were off, only this time there was a lot more water making it more of a solid and bouncy grade III, with less rocks.  Jenny took a couple of swims at the start, and Katie managed to stay upright until almost at the take-out when a huge hole (grade V for sure) caused her to swim and get out on the only section of the bank that was too steep and unstable to climb. This prompted a full out rescue operation from Alex and Lee, which essentially comprised of making her jump back into the freezing rapids and swim to the other side where Alex was waiting with a throwline.
Off the water, New Years Eve was spent at Nevis Sport Bar, where we met up with some kayakers from Liverpool Uni (who were living out of their minibus!), before all heading to another bar in town which noone seems to remember the name of.
Memorable incidents include:
· Finding Matt wandering randomly in the highstreet on our way home (apparently he'd been drinking in the wrong bar, on his own, and hadn't noticed.)
· Losing Matt on the walk home, and looking for him for a good 10 minutes before he popped his head out of a nearby hedge.
· Watching Matt and Katie attempting to dance.
· Watching Dave in a big strop (to later find out he'd had his coat nicked, and had thrown his phone against the wall in frustration!).
· Watching Ricky and Dave in a number of compromising positions – in fact, that wasn't limited to New Years Eve!
Day 7: Sunday 1st January (New Years Day)
Ailort: II(III)
By Sunday, not even Lee was up at 8, and everyone had a bit of a lie in before dragging themselves out of bed to say goodbye to Alex, Steve and Julia, and unwillingly get in the car for the final river for the trip: the River Ailort. This was a pretty river winding through the trees, and ended up being quite nice apart from the occasional bout of hail whipping into our faces!. There was one grade III rapid which was essentially a boily mess that pushed a couple of people against a wall, but otherwise it was easy. At one point the river split into 4 narrow tree-lined channels, and luckily we seemed to pick one that was runnable!
Day 8: Monday 2nd January (Our Final Day!)
For our final day we set out to do something a bit harder – either the Middle Orchy or Douglas Water, however our plans were soon cut short minutes before the put-on for the Orchy as 2 buses crashed blocking the entire road and causing a 4 hour traffic jam. With the only detour being 150 miles long (build some more roads Scotland – seriously!!), we consigned ourselves to our respective fates of Southpark, c**p card games, or playing in the snow, and once the traffic jam was finally cleared, it was getting too dark to paddle so we undertook the long, long journey home.
Special Thanks to Lee and Jo for doing most of the cooking, Ricky and Dave for the constant entertainment, Jenny and Chris for providing the trip gossip, and Sammy, for seeming to know more about the trip than we did, despite the fact he was in Brighton!
