                MOURNE RAMBLERS NEWSLETTER

                                                        SEPTEMBER 2005      
WEEKEND TRIP TO WEST DONEGAL             26 – 29 AUGUST 2005

Organiser : Harry Goodman                                              Leader : Brian Martin

Walkers:  Cecilia Sochor, Teresa McKay, Teresa Doherty, Christine Wilson, Nora-Anne McCollam, Marie Heritzauer, John Tweed, Joan Calvert, David Oldfield, Irene Cauley, Aileen Finch, Lorraine Conlon, Trevor Russell

We met at the Nesbitt Arms Hotel Ardara on the Friday night to plan the walks for the weekend.  As a newcomer to these events I wondered how such a diverse group of people could possibly gel together and satisfy the expectations of all.  There was David who had walked with the founding fathers and then Norah-Anne who only last November had made a first ascent of Slievenaglogh ( before going on to scale the heights of Annapurna).  There was Aileen who can walk up K2 without unfolding her arms and then there was Harry who recounted old war wounds and pleaded for a C- pace.  (Later he gave the game away by pushing the leading group most of the way).  There was Teresa Mc who was back with us on leave from Sierra Leone and then there was Cecilia who rarely misses a Sunday.  There was Lorraine who has climbed to 18,000 feet in the Andes and then there was me who experiences altitude sickness going over Long Seefin.  These and many more – what a motley group.

The main purpose of our discussion over dinner was to agree the logistics of our first walk over Slieve League which required cars to be at both start and finish.  Brian had a firm plan in mind and had brought along visual aids – in the form of matchsticks and cardboard cars – to demonstrate the point.  Being Mourne Ramblers there were countless alternatives suggested and stories told of occasions when the logistics had not worked out and walkers were stranded for hours after a hard day’s walk.  In the end Brian’s plan won through and we retired to our respective B and Bs, expectant of the day ahead.  

Day 1  - Traverse of Slieve League

Promising start to the weather – blue skies and mist lifting from tops.  Car arrangements worked perfectly – even the timing was perfect.  We set out from Bunglass Car Park and followed a well maintained path along the cliff edge up to Scregeighter  (308 m).  These cliffs along the side of the Slieve League range are the highest sea cliffs in Ireland and as we climbed higher we could see extending views of the Mayo skyline – Nefin, Benbulben and Achill.  The air was clear, the sun was glinting off the water and the rock formations were varied and spectacular.  A young Breton who clearly thought that we knew where we were going joined us and came in useful for taking group photographs.  Some ridges were more slippery than anticipated and at least one strategic retreat had to be made.  The Eagle’s Nest is a particularly spectacular feature and gives a clear view of the Pilgrim’s Path which comes up from the other side of the cliffs in Teelin Bay.

One last challenge before lunch was the crossing of One Man’s Pass which is a narrow arrete over to the summit of Slieve League (595 m).  The guide books had described this as “not for the faint hearted” and those of us more prone to vertigo were not looking forward to the “sheer drops on either side”.  In the event the PR about the slopes was somewhat hyped although the track across was only a couple of feet wide.  

After lunch it was a gradual descent towards Trabane Strand, which was soon visible in the distance and held out the promise of a cool walk by the water’s edge.  Some of the more energetic amongst us took in Leahan (427 m) before meeting up on the beach.  John, Aileen and Irene had the goosebumps to prove they had immersed themselves in the sea.  Overall walking time approx. 6 hours.

Walking along the Strand, three of us noticed a small kayak moving towards the shore.  At first this seemed like an idyllic Donegal scene with the setting sun in the background and a little half-moon cove flanked by black cliffs.  It was Marie H  who first noticed that the kayak was in trouble.  We helped the young man onto the beach where he collapsed to the ground, clearly in the early stages of hypothermia and trying to ask where he was. 

After a hot drink and with some of our coats on his shoulders he began to come round and the story emerged.  He is a South African who is circumnavigating Ireland and then Britain to raise money for Aids in Africa.  Following this he will kayak from Calais down to Portugal.  He has a website www. Kayak4aids and would welcome any hits we can give him.  He started form Dublin originally but that morning had set out from Sligo – 6 hours in open sea with tides running against him.  Each night he reports to the coastguard at 1900 hours, puts up a tent on the shore and fishes for mackerel to make an evening meal.  Puts the traverse of Slieve League into perspective – especially with dinner in the Nesbitt Arms to follow!

Day 2 – Circuit of the Glengesh Valley  (Pt 1)

The weather was exactly as predicted – high wind, driving rain and poor visibility ( and that was from the bedroom window).  Brian wisely decided that this was not a day for Slievetooey as planned, with its seaward slopes exposed to westerly winds and passages of poor foothold.  Instead we brought forward our walk from Day 3 to the nearby Glengesh valley.

From the outset we knew that a major obstacle to the day was going to be access.  However we followed a guidebook suggestion and walked up a laneway at the foot of Scaddaman towards a modern looking farm bungalow.  Farmer and son sidled round from the back and Brian went forward to negotiate while the rest of us observed interestedly from a distance.  At first the body language looked promising.  Suspicion was giving way to smiles and in a scene reminiscent of Columbus parlaying with the original New World inhabitants, Brian offered his walking pole to be touched and handled.  It was at this point, however, that a stern, beetle-browed farmer’s wife with arms folded defiantly across her chest emerged from the kitchen and made it very clear that we would not be proceeding any further.  We retreated down the lane, shepherded by two collies to ensure we vacated the premises.

Further along we came across a family emerging in a fairly ancient Citroen from an overgrown laneway.  They chatted amiably and had no hesitation in giving us permission to walk through their garden and round the conservatory.  They were German folk who seemed to be leading some kind of alternative lifestyle in the West of Donegal.

Learning point:  When seeking access in the West of Ireland avoid modern UPVC clad bungalows and aspiring haciendas with collies; go instead for broken down cottages with German Shepherds.  

It was a fairly steep haul up to Glengesh Hill and it was only here that the full effect of the weather began to be evident.  The trek from Glengesh Hill to Croaghavehy was one of those experiences where you really begin to ask that frightening set of questions – Why are we doing this?  Is it those people curled up with the Sunday papers who are really sane and happy?  What pleasure am I getting?

It was a watery world, framed by hood rim and with only the rhythmic suction of boots being extracted from gloury peat to break the silence.  You concentrate on the imprint of the boot in front and look out for any tussock or stone which might be a firm foothold in the black quagmire.  The wind by this time was beating the rain in from the West.  Norah-Anne consoled everyone by telling us that what we were experiencing exactly replicated hydrodermic blasting – for which people pay large amounts of money in facial makeovers by the professionals.  

In the midst of this Brian was exuding his customary calm and confidence.  Readings were taken on the move and even though there were very few prominent features we were moving forward purposefully.  At one point we wanted a reading checked on the GPS only to find that nobody could read the screen without the use of glasses – an impracticality given the conditions.  Until step forward Teresa D who has perfect sight and was co-opted temporarily onto the leadership. 

It was becoming obvious that conditions were not going to improve.  Our wet gear had been tested to the point of failure in many cases.  One group led by Trevor descended by the river at Croaghavehy; the others persevered for another hour and came down at Glengesh Gap.  It was a slog down the road for both groups and retreat to the two B&Bs.  For some this meant the opportunity to view the final 2 hours of the Trent Bridge Test; for others a quick shopping trip to Glenties.

Our final dinner was a grand affair at Woodfield Country House, the original seat of the Nesbitts who owned most of the town at one time.  Not quite the hostel level ambience that some of us had been expecting when we signed up for the trip.  The menu was fairly exotic with Joan and Christine keeping us right on what some of the herbs were.

The two B&Bs

These provided us with excellent accommodation and hospitality.  Irene will put details on website.  Susan at Rosewood Country House had a standard greeting of “Will it be coffee or tea?”  This greeting involved hot scones, wheaten bread, varieties of homemade jam and lots of hot liquid.  Very welcome - particularly after a walk or a long car journey.  Norah at Brae House runs an equally comfortable and clean establishment.  She has a highly developed maternal instinct and apparently pulled the wet clothes off her (all female) guests and admonished them like schoolgirls for “getting themselves soaking wet”.  Fortunately they were allowed out the next day.  Indeed most were seen at 2 o’clock in the morning in Nancy’s Bar next door.

Day 3   Complete the circuit of Glengesh Valley

We decided to leave Slievetooey for another day.  It was a scheduled 6.5 hours and we had a long car journey back home.  It seemed obvious to complete the circuit of Glengesh taking in Common Mountain  (501 m).  Access was easy this time from the viewpoint at Glengesh Gap and then it was out across the peat hags once again.  Spirits were high – the sun was out again, boots were mostly dry and the views back to the well defined patterns of streams, sheep-paths and boundary walls on Glengesh hill were intriguing.  To the North East we could see Errigal; behind us we could see Slieve League.

It can only be with Mourne Ramblers that you can hear such a varied range of conversational topics.  Going up Common Mountain, for example, these included – the tourist potential of the Ho Chi Minh trail, the medicinal benefits of Carrigeen Moss, the problems with internal flights in Sierra Leone  and the reasons for the popularity of cricket in India.  What entertainment.

We always knew that the problem of this day was egress rather than access.  We had to cross private land around Common Bridge to get out on the highway.  This proved to be the trickiest episode of the trip.  Harry was sent forward to recce but there were difficulties – the stream was too deep and barbed wire surrounded most of the fields.  A house looked out on the one vital field we had to cross to get to the bridge.  At this point we were asked to do the one thing which proved most difficult – remain absolutely silent as we made our way over two fences and fields at the back of the house.  Tempers became a little frayed.  The final dash was worthy of a scene from “The Great Escape”as we sped bent low across the field of rushes – only moving rucksacks visible to anyone looking out of the house.  Then it was crotches high as we threw ourselves over the last barbed wire fence.

A great weekend and our thanks to Harry for his organizing skills, the humour which he brought and his ability to divvy up complicated dinner bills to the satisfaction of everyone.  Equally our thanks to Brian for his clear (but not heavy) leadership, his navigation skills and his calm.

                                                                                                                                   Trevor Russell

OUTCOME OF THE MOUNTAIN FIRST AID COURSE

Based on the advice given at the Mountain First Aid course, the committee has drawn up information sheets which will be distributed with the Agenda to all our leaders. These include;

· Action in an Emergency 

· Casualty Check Card 

· Information Card for the Mountain Rescue.

We would like to test run these and welcome comments. We realise the leaflets will be more meaningful to those who have attended the course but other leaders might find them useful. We anticipate there will be a repeat of the course next year.

                                            An Alfresco Lunch
A copy of a short true story recently broadcast on Radio Ulster on a programme called “My Story”, written by John Lyons, a member of the Mourne Ramblers but who hasn’t walked with us for a few years.

On a bright summer day Walter* and I were out walking In the Mourne Mountains. We had chosen Ben Crom as our target that day, not the highest peak in the range, but surrounded by wild and lonely country. From the top there to a grand panorama of mountains around you and not much sign of civilization except for the reservoir below which satisfies the needs of Belfast, thirty miles to the north.

About mid-day we stopped beside a small stream for a sandwich and a 'cuppa', in the warm sunshine. Scanning around to see what else was about, my eye caught sight of a flock of racing pigeons moving up the valley. Maybe released in Wales or even France, they were now heading towards their home lofts as test as their wings could take them. There, anxious owners would be waiting to dock them in and see who had won this week's prize.

Suddenly out of a dear blue sky a female Peregrine Falcon hurtled towards the little flock. Too late they saw her coming and scattered in panic. The chosen target never stood a chance as he was taken out by me finest hunter in the bird world. A puff of feathers signalled the successful strike, to be followed by a wild cry of triumph. No government or EC committee could legislate to prevent this kill. Eat or be eaten is the law of nature, and only the finest survive.
But wait. There was more for the watchers to see, still unobserved by pigeon or falcon occupied with the business of survival. 

The Peregrine had her offspring in attendance, still reliant on mother to provide. In a mid-air pass worthy of a French rugby forward, she handed the prize to junior. He or maybe it was she, was not yet strong enough to carry something over half his weight.  Doing his best and flapping wildly he lost height until he grounded in the heather of the valley floor. No encouragement from mother in the sky above could help, and she had judged that a safer lunch spot was required. So down she came to recover (the carcase, and together they flew to a ledge on the mountain above.
Now with good visibility all around she commenced to pluck the feathers and tear off morsels of pigeon for them both to eat. Junior watched carefully and ate what he was given. No need for plastic toys, soggy baps or even golden arches up here, just good food in a setting, few restaurants could equal. Our own tea had gone cold while we watched something we had only seen before on a David A Attenborough TV programme. How much more satisfying to observe it in the wild. For a while the two birds rested on their ledge while lunch was digested, and we did the same far below. Then with another wild cry, typical of their spades, echoing round the mountains, off they flew, Quietly we packed our rucksacks and continued our climb, feeing humble and privileged as we moved towards the peak.
* Walter Greatrex, an ex member of the Mourne Ramblers, now 86 or 87 years old.
                                                AGM NOTIFICATION

Dear Member

The Agenda for the AGM will be posted soon and there are quite a few significant items to be discussed notably a motion to change the name of the Group and other items related to the Constitution. It is important that members get an opportunity to express their opinions and that voting reflects the wishes of our members. So please make an effort to attend. 

If you have an item you would like added to the Agenda please send in writing to Marie Doran (51` Bracken Ave, Newcastle, BT6 0DL) or by email to mourneramblers@btinternet.com ) a.s.a.p with your name and  name of a seconder. 

As usual, there will be the election of the new committee so now is the time to think of whom you would like to represent your interests for the coming year. You can make nominations at the meeting or in advance by sending the relevant information to Marie. You will need to provide the name of the Proposer, Seconder, the proposed committee member and an indication that the proposed member is prepared to have their name put forward.

The first task undertaken by the new committee will be to draw up the programme of walks and trips away. If you are a leader and wish to make changes to your current walks or propose new ones please relay the information to the secretary. There is always a need for new leaders, so please consider putting your name forward – why not choose an area you are familiar with and let the committee know.

Regarding trips away: have you any suggestions on areas, walks, and suitable accommodation? Are you prepared to help in either leading or arranging accommodation? Already a trip to Kerry in July has been proposed and we have one leader but would like others to be involved in leading. 

Yours sincerely

Irene Cauley/Marie Doran
ARRANGEMENTS FOR DINNER AT AGM

Dinner will be at 6.00pm in the Cottage Restaurant, Burrendale Hotel.  All members are strongly encouraged to join us for dinner as the Hotel gives us the Trassey Room free of charge on the basis that we support the restaurant.  We want this arrangement to continue.  Anyone having a meal is also entitled to use the changing facilities of the Country Club.

The menu for dinner is

	Soup of the day                           
	£ 2-20

	Caesar Salad                                
	£ 3-95

	Chicken Liver Pate                      
	£ 4-20

	Thai Fishcakes                             
	£ 4-95

	Chilled Melon                              
	£ 3-95

	Crab and smoked Salmon            
	£ 4-95

	            ----------------------
	

	Supreme of chicken

	£  8-50

	Paparadelle pasta                         
	£  7-50

	Grilled 10 oz. Steak                     
	£12-95

	Fillet of Irish Salmon                   
	£  8-95

	Steak 8 oz sandwich                     
	£  7-50

	Roast of day                                 
	£  8-95

	Wild mushroom ravioli                 
	£  7-50

	Seafood platter                              
	£  8-95


There will be a minimum charge of  £15-00 per person

Please book dinner by completing the slip below and returning with cheque to 

Trevor Russell, 10 Shorelands, Greenisland. Co Antrim.  BT38 8 FB   (Tel: 90 864106)

Name 

First Course  

Main Course

Signed
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