MOURNE RAMBLERS NEWSLETTER FEBRUARY 2008
Do you want to get away from it all?  Then go to Namibia

In early September I set off for Namibia (with Exodus) on a 10 day trek. What a wonderful experience! Our trip was concentrated on the area south of Windhoek the capital. For the first few days we trekked in the Naukluft mountains and while the altitude was not a problem, the walks were quite challenging, as we had to contend with temperatures in the high thirties and soft sand. In some places the descents were quite tricky.  The remaining part of the first week was spent in the Namib Desert exploring the Sossusvlei and Deadvlei dune fields.

It is difficult to adequately describe the landscape as it was so different from anything I had seen before. It was very arid (the last rainfall fell in October 2006!)  hence the vegetation was generally semi desert. The flat plains, which seemed to go on for ever, were ringed with amazing outcrops of unusual shaped rocks. When the light fell on these, the colours changed from orange to burnt sienna to red and were both magnificent and beautiful. 
The dunes were massive and with plenty of slipping and sliding we were able to get to the tops both for sunrise and sunset – a magical experience. I also took the opportunity of viewing this unusual landscape from a hot air balloon – quite an experience!  We had lots of opportunities to see the wild life such as baboons, kudus, oryx, spring box, ostriches etc. and we even had a jackal almost join us for the evening meal.The second week was spent in the Fish Fiver Canyon which is 160km long and over 500m deep. They say it rivals the Blue Nile Gorge in Ethiopia for second spot behind Colorado’s Grand Canyon. It is very remote and the walking quite demanding in the intense heat Also you have to carry everything and I mean everything, except tents, as we slept under the stars!!!! 

We were unable to do the “official “section as the government had closed it because there was no water, but we were able to do an alternative, more remote section. Once you go down into the canyon there are very few opportunities to exit and during the four day trek we did not meet a single person.      

One of the things which struck me forcefully was that you could travel for hours and hours and see neither a house nor a person. Namibia is almost twice the size of France and Germany put together, but the population is just over two million so as I said at the beginning, if you want to experience wilderness and ‘get away from it all’, go to Namibia.  I would thoroughly recommend it.

Shelagh Murphy

Welcome to the Following New Members (as of Feb 7th 08)
David Graham, Sheila McConnell, Judith Robinson
Notes: Mourne Ramblers get a discount on car parking (£2 instead of £3 per car) when our walks start at Meelmore Lodge. Simply pay inside the café rather than at the machine. Why not join other ramblers for a coffee afterwards?

REC TRAINING

No, this is not a way of describing those of us not at full fitness, but rescue and emergency training. It could be subtitled, what to do in an emergency, and some very basic first aid. It is not a first aid qualification, but will leave you as a leader being much more confident in your decision making. It is completely free for all current leaders and those who are prepared to commit themselves to leading next year. The date is the 22nd of June 2008, and it would start at 9-30 a.m. and finish at 4-00 p.m.

I have a maximum of 12 places, but it will run with less. The course is being taken by Stephen Synott. His past courses have been highly valued by those participating. Preference will be given to those who did not attend last year’s course, but even if you did, and you want to attend again, please apply as there may well be places. Please email me, or ring, a.s.a.p

                   David S. Oldfield

MOURNE WAY
A new long distance walking trail, the Mourne way was officially launched on Tuesday 22 January 2006.  Approximately 41 kms in length the route extends from Newcastle to Rostrevor and is waymarked in both directions.  An illustrated booklet has been published by Newry and Mourne and Down District Council giving a narrative description of the route.  Divided into six sections, the narrative is supported by six maps taken from the OSNI Discoverer Series Sheet 29. At the planning stage of the waymarking for this new route the Mourne Rambling Group Committee had an important input to the process and successfully argued for a minimum use of waymarking posts on the open hillside.  

Harry Goodman   

GEAR REVIEW

PARAMO ALTA II JACKET and CASCADA TROUSERS
I came across Paramo clothes about 10 years ago when a “walking” friend let me try on his Alta jacket.  Immediately I was impressed by how soft, cosy and comfortable the jacket felt compared with my Goretex shell.  Shortly afterwards I bought my first Paramo jacket and have now moved on to my second – an Alta II. Both jackets have served me well and proved ideal for walking on our hills during the cooler months.  The Alta II (RRP - £220) is well designed with a handy range of  pockets, carefully positioned pit zips and a snugly adjustable wired hood.  I am still a little unclear about how Paramo keeps you dry (it’s to do with the pump liner) but it does work providing you maintain it regularly with Nikwax Tech Wash and TX Wash-in (this is an important but not a difficult job).  

This jacket is heavier than some of its Goretex rivals.  However, due to its lining you usually do not need a fleece.  The Alta II, with a Paramo Mountain Pull-on shirt underneath will cope with most hill conditions – but keep a fleece in your rucksack for really cold weather. Recently I noticed on the back of my jacket a few little holes appearing in the fabric (probably caused by my rucksack rubbing against it).  I sent the jacket back to Paramo who repaired and reproofed it free of charge – in fact, when I got my jacket back I thought it was a new one.  The Cascada trousers (RRP £100) team up well with the Alta II jacket.  
These trousers will keep you dry and cosy providing again, they are properly maintained.  No need for overtrousers and all that struggling on and off business.  It is best, nevertheless, not to lean up against or sit directly on wet ground as the damp can wick through – use a seat mat.

This combination is warm – some might say too warm. There is some truth in this, but I usually wear them from October through to May when I appreciate their cosiness. For “warm” walkers both garments have practical venting systems. During the summer months I revert to a lightweight Goretex jacket and bring overtrousers.  Mind you, I have been out on some cold July days when I wished I had my Paramos on! I know the perfect system has yet to be invented but all in all this is a good set of kit worthy of consideration.   

George Acheson.  

If you would like to write a gear review we would be delighted to hear from you – just contact the Editor.  

Closure of Ballintoy to Whitepark Bay Coastal Footpath
Recently it came to the notice of Countryside and Access Activities Network (CAAN) and the Ulster Federation of Rambling Clubs (UFRC) that a landowner has blocked a section of the coastal path between Whitepark Bay and Ballintoy with a metal barrier and barbed wire. 
According to CAAN, which oversees the Waymarked Ways scheme, the route crosses land belonging to at least 20 landowners and is not an actual public right of way, although evidence suggests that it has been walked for over 70 years.  Under the Access to the Countryside (NI) Order 1983 local councils have a duty to assert, protect and keep open public rights of way.

In a letter dated 8 January UFRC has challenged the Moyle District Council to take action to assert a right of way at Ballintoy pointing out the difficulties of closure of the path for walkers and holidaymakers.  In support of this initiative the MRG Committee asked the Chairman to write to the Council protesting at the closure.  The gist of George’s letter is as follows.
“On behalf of The Mourne Rambling Group I would like to express great concern that part of the Causeway Coast Waymarked Way has been closed to walkers…Without doubt the Causeway Coast Waymarked Way is one of Northern Ireland’s most interesting and scenic paths.  The route it follows is (and has been for many years) enjoyed not only by members of The Mourne Rambling Group but by many other walkers and tourists.  
The section in question is a short but nevertheless integral part of the entire Way – Not being able to use it greatly detracts from people’s overall walking experience.  I would therefore urge the Council to investigate why this section of the … Waymarked Way has been closed and to take appropriate steps that will lead to its re-opening as soon as possible.”

The Ballintoy coastal path issue is a significant part of the wider debate on access to the countryside.  UFRC has taken the issue of access into the political field, by writing to the six main political parties in NI and to the DoE Environment Committee where certain MLA's spoke in support of greater efforts to assert and secure public access routes in the countryside.  
The Environment Committee, in turn has been asking the Minister, Arlene Foster, to explain what she intends to do about the broad access picture.

I am sure that members will agree that UFRC are to be congratulated for its forthright approach in tackling this vital issue for the future of recreational walking in Northern Ireland.
Gerry Farrington
COMMITTEE UPDATE
Since the AGM the committee has grown a little and its members have taken on various roles.  We warmly welcome Fionnuala and Terry as co-opted members and thank everyone for agreeing to undertake extra responsibilities.
George Acheson ……   Chairperson; UFRC Rep

Gerry Farrington…….   Secretary

David Oldfield………   Treasurer; Training Officer

Irene Cauley…………. A-Group Rep; Members/Documents Sec/ Web maintainer-developer 

Wilf Green…………… A- Group Rep; New Membership Officer

Steve Martin…………  A-Group Rep; Deputy Training Officer; Environmental/Access Officer

Terry Magowan……… B-Group Rep: New Membership Officer

Ian Stuart…………….  B-Group Rep; Deputy Members/Doc. Sec/Web maintainer-developer

                                       and UFRC Rep

Fionnuala Carragher…  C- Group Rep

Cecelia Sochor………   C- Group Rep: AGM and Social Events Organiser


May 30 – June 4 Nevis & Mamore Early Summer Walking
This trip is now fully booked and there are no further places available.

June 16 – 20 Midsummer Walking in the Lake District
Organiser Harry Goodman Leader Brian Martin

Places are still available for this trip.  If you are interested please get in touch with Harry, as soon as possible, Tel. 028 9260 1030 or by e-mail harry.goodman@ntlworld.com
A Date for Your Diary
Annual Slide Show
Sunday 2 March 2008
Burrendale Hotel – Trassey Room 7.30pm

The Annual Members Slide and Digital Imaging Show will be held on Sunday 2 March, in the Burrendale Hotel, Newcastle.
For members who wish to have a meal in advance of the main event, a choice of same will be available at 6.00pm, in the CK Bistro  (minimum charge £15).  

For those who wish to come directly from the club walk arrangements have been made for hot showers at the hotel (5.30pm) followed by the meal at 6.00pm.

This event is very much a night for members to be given an opportunity to show slides of their hill walking experiences both at home and abroad.  To date the show will include the Grand Canyon, Yosemite National Park, the Lake District and Wicklow, all from visits in 2007. 

 If you would like to show slides or digital images please get in touch with me, as soon as possible, Harry Goodman Tel. 028 9260 1030 or by e-mail harry.goodman@ntlworld.com and give details of your proposed show title, anticipated length and whether you wish to show slides or digital images.  I would anticipate that the length of time for a show would be 10 – 20 minutes.     

I would also appreciate letting me know as soon as possible if you intend coming for the meal at 6.00pm in order that I can confirm numbers to the Hotel.  Either way everyone will be most welcome to the slide show, after all it’s your night whether you are showing slides or sitting back and enjoying the scenery and the craic.

I look forward to seeing you on 2 March.
Harry Goodman
Harry’s Walk - Sunday 04 May 2008
Vincent Trainor is prepared to organise a bus for walkers who wish to leave their cars in Rostrevor on the morning of Harry’s Walk. This has been done for the last 6 years and it has worked very well for those who used it.

The bus would leave from Kilbroney Park at 8.10am on Sunday 04 May and bring walkers to Donard Park in time for the start of the walk at 9.00am. Based on previous years, the bus would cost at least £5 per person and would only operate if there are at least 8 people travelling.
Numbers doing Harry’s Walk have decreased quite markedly in recent years. While it is still a fair bit off, Vincent would like to be informed as soon as possible if you are thinking of doing the walk and whether you would make use of a bus.


Vincent can be contacted
· by post at 34 Grahamville Estate, Kilkeel, BT34 4DD
· Or telephone 4176 3101
· or e-mail trainorvj@yahoo.co.uk
Icebreaker Merino Baselayers

I first bought a merino wool shirt three years ago when readying myself for my first Scottish winter trip (with the Spartans over New Year to Fort William).  Someone in Jacksons, perhaps Dion, persuaded me that a Smartwool Midweight shirt would be the ideal baselayer.  He was quite right.  It was marvellous – it was comfortable, warm  fitted perfectly, wicked perspiration away from my skin to keep me dry and didn’t smell even when I had worn it for 5 days on the trot!

I subsequently found, in Raw Outdoors, that Icebreaker made a rather good, lighter weight shirt – they call it the Mondo Zip (long sleeves, half zip, sort of half neck to it).  Again, it was available only in black, but colour aside, the shirt was really comfortable and suitable for all bar the coldest days in an N.I. winter.

After I had worn the shirts for several months and had maybe washed them a couple of times – it’s true what they say, you can wear merino wool clothes for days at a time before laundering them without any nasty odours – I noticed that the Smartwool shirt was losing its shape slightly and that I was constantly pushing the sleeves up.  This hasn’t happened with the Icebreaker Mondo shirt, nor has it happened with the heavier weight shirt that I bought 2 years ago (Icebreaker call it a Long-sleeve Crewe/Bodyfit 260).

Regardless of their shape all of the shirts perform brilliantly and keep me warm while wicking perspiration away.  They are a little more expensive than comparable synthetic materials, but I reckon that one shirt can replace two synthetic baselayers in really cold weather and they will definitely last longer.  

I even bought an Icebreaker T-shirt in their lightest weight material last February when Caroline and I were in New Zealand, which has proved perfect on very warm days in spring/summer/autumn, and offers me more options.

Both Smartwool and Icebreaker also make the point on their websites

(www.icebreaker.com & www.smartwool.com) that merino wool is more environmentally considerate than synthetic materials.

My preference for shirts is clearly Icebreaker and it is unlikely that I will switch back to Helly Hansen shirts or any other synthetic materials.  In fact I have just bought an Icebreaker hat (Raw Outdoors again).  I’ve worn it 4 or 5 times and reckon that it is brilliant too.

Jackson Sports stocks Smartwool shirts and most of the other local stores seem to stock Icebreaker.  My next buy will be one of Icebreaker’s midlayer jackets to see if it can replace a heavy fleece.

Ian Stuart
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