So what is it with the HT550?.....
If you’re reading this, then the chances are you know what the Highland Trail is. If you’ve never heard of it,
all you really need to know is that this is a big bike ride, that people in the know get very excited about.
“Obsessed” would probably be a better word!
It’s completely self-supported, mostly off-road in some of the remotest parts of Scotland, and you can guess
what the 550 stands for. The cut-off time is 8 days. When I tell people about the HT550, it’s way off the scale
of most people’s definition of normal. Although they’re impressed, I’m sure mostly they just think I’m insane.
In the bikepacking world though, I’m pretty average, actually closer to being the slowest rather than the
fastest, closer to being the oldest rather than the youngest. But I do have 2 things in my favour. I can stick at
things. I call it perseverance (although that’s not the word my wife would use). I also started taking my bike
to places it wasn’t designed for over 40 years ago and I have a lot of experience in the hills. I love them,
especially in Scotland. They can be enjoyed, or in bad conditions just endured. Sometimes just survived, and
unfortunately for some, not even that. If you don’t love being in the hills, then you won’t enjoy the HT550 (if
you don’t respect the hills, then you shouldn’t even attempt it). Everyone’s relationship with the HT550 is
unique, this is the story of mine so far….

Friday 11th December 2015: I’m in a B&B on Mull when the email from Alan arrives. No 2016
group start for me. He was very tactful, too many experienced riders, the need for qualifying rides,
etc etc – and I could always do an ITT. So there it was – a rejection and a challenge, although it took
me a long time to see it as anything other than rejection. Little did I know that my involvement with
the 2016 race was far from over.
Given the amount of time I’ve spent thinking about the HT550 it’s hard to remember back to when I didn’t
even know it existed. I guess the story really starts a few months earlier ….

Sunday 31st May 2015: The river at Luibeilt, on the way from Loch Trieg to Kinlochleven, is high,
much higher than the last time I’d been here when I’d got across dry-shod. This time it is cold and
thigh deep. On the far side I talk to a guy from Mountain Rescue who was out looking for a walker
missing in the Mamores 2 days ago. No I hadn’t seen anyone. Conditions are bad. He changes out of
his wet clothes, climbs into his 4x4 and trundles back to Kinlochleven. Cold and wet, I hurry after,
keen to get to Fort William. A few bends later, a momentary lapse of concentration and that instant
of time when all you can think is that this is going to hurt. It does, but not for long – I‘m lucky. A
reminder to keep focus. I don’t want the mountain rescue heading back out to look for me.
The next day I’m in the Wolftrax café at Laggan and idly pick up a copy of Singletrack magazine while
waiting for a bacon roll. The article by Iona Evans about some race called the Highland Trail in 2014
looks interesting, and suddenly I’m drawn in. I’d been there yesterday, I’d done large parts of the
route before, but the idea of doing them altogether in one long adventure is compelling. I casually
mention to my wife later that day that there’s this event that I want to do…..

In the months that followed, the desire to do the HT550 far outstripped my understanding of what was really
involved. Reading accounts of the horrendous conditions in 2015 during evening turbo sessions motivated
me rather than put me off, but in my mind it was still just a series of day rides strung together. Alan was right
to turn me down.
I brooded over the rejection, and grappled with why I wanted to do the race. Did I want to be part of an
“event” – or did I want to do the route for its own sake? What was it about the HT550 that had got inside my
head? By New Year I had my answer. The desire to experience the mountains I love in a way I hadn’t done
before was enough. Well nearly. I also knew that part of me wanted the recognition that finishing would
bring. So suddenly I had a New Year’s Resolution - a formal ITT attempt on the HT550. No need to tell anybody
else though, not yet…..
I started really trawling the Bearbones Bikepacking forum and indulged in some serious retail therapy for the
bits that you don’t need for day rides. I tested my new kit out in the wild and even commuted to work carrying
a sleeping bag and spare clothes. I’d entered the Cairngorm Loop, and that was going to be the acid test. If I
could do that, then I’d declare my hand for the HT550 ITT. It didn’t turn out quite as expected…

Saturday 30th April 2015: On the shoulder of Bynack More, Tom Rowntree is coming back down.
He says the snow is quite deep so he’s just going to do the outer loop (he has to be back at work on
the Monday). This is the guy who won the 2015 HT550 in extreme conditions. A legend whose blog
had inspired me month’s earlier. I carry on up to see for myself. The snow means riding is out of the
question, but the weather is settled enough, I’ve done this part of the route before and I’ve been out
in the hills in far worse conditions, so I commit to pushing through…… After all, I’ve booked the
Monday as a holiday!
It turned out that I needed it. The push through the snow took 6 hours. Over the following 24 hours it then
melted and the river levels rose dramatically. I was the only one to complete the full route, unfortunately 6
minutes after the cut-off time. I learnt a tremendous amount about bikepacking in that trip, and although it
should have given me masses of confidence to attempt the HT550, the reality was it brought me up short.
The HT is basically 3 times as long as the Cairngorm Loop, and I was pretty spent. I doubted I could have done
the CL again straight away, let alone another twice.
The support from the Bearbones forum is amazing, and I needed as much support as I could get. So I went
public. I was going to do an ITT starting exactly a week before the race, and I was going to put my blue dot
(satellite tracker) up there for everyone to see me succeed or fail. Below is my final post before starting which
says it all;
Hugely looking forward to it with equal measures of apprehension and anticipation. Number 1 objective is
to come back safe. After that I want to have fun and then, in an ideal world, finish in time to see the group
start. I do like my food stops which works well with the first two objectives - just not the last
make it to the group start - you all have fun and ride safe too

. If I don't

Saturday 21st May 2016: It’s Tyndrum and it’s raining. A cup of coffee in the shelter of the Tourist
Information Centre porch and then it’s time. No last minute panics, no fanfares, no mass start. Just
a goodbye kiss from my wife and I’m off. I once heard someone say that it isn’t a challenge unless
the outcome is uncertain. There is a definite feeling of uncertainty about what lies ahead, but right
now, it’s an amazing feeling just to be here and I promise myself I’m going to live in the moment
whatever is thrown at me.
It doesn’t take long. River levels are high and within a few hundred metres of
leaving the West Highland Way, the first river crossing is over knee high. The
Allt Cailliche is worse – an unknown quantity that is so deep that the undercarriage gets wet. 2 hours in and I’ve had 6 very wet crossings. I’d promised
myself I wouldn’t constantly watch the GPS, but I can’t help it and I celebrate
first the 5.5 mile (1%) and then the 11 mile (2%) milestones. This could be a
long one.
The weather improves, but I still take a break at Bridge of Balgie for soup and a sandwhich. By the
time I get to Loch Ericht, the sun is shining and the view is spectacular. I detour to Benalder Cottage
and spend 10 minutes chatting to a guy staying there. He’s the first person I’ve seen for 4 hours. Half
way up the climb I have a rest for some food, and then set off in the warmth of the late afternoon.
200ft of climbing later I suddenly realise I’d left my helmet behind. Idiot! I leave the bike and walk
back down to retrieve it. 15 minutes of time and effort wasted for a stupid mistake. My mood
darkens, but is lifted first by the spectacular surroundings and that gorgeous view down to Loch
Ossian, and then by the concentration and pleasure of the descent down to Loch Pattack.
Wolftrax is long closed by the time I go past, but I have another little celebration that I’ve reached
the place where my HT550 journey of discovery started. OK so the inside of my head is becoming a
strange place, but it’s the only place for a decent conversation round here.
I’d never planned to make Fort Augustus on the first day, so at 22:14pm, after 83 miles, I find a great
spot to bivi on the lower slopes of the Corrieyairack. I press the Check-In button on the Spot Tracker
and faff for a bit with kit. The moon is up and the glen is calm and beautiful. I savour the moment
and then hit the sack.

Sunday 22nd May: A good night’s sleep and almost a lie in. I’m rolling by 6:47am aiming for
breakfast in Fort Augustus. In my youth I rode the Corrieyairack to the top on a hard tail with
panniers. With older legs, I walk the hairpins and stop at the top for a cold bacon roll. Somehow it’s
not as nice as a warm one. The descent is fast and I arrive in Fort Augustus before 9. Unfortunately
not even the petrol station is open, so I eat an energy bar and head on to Invermoriston at a leisurely
pace. Even so, I am the first customer at the café as it opens and order a full cooked breakfast. This
is hardly the racing pace that will excite the dot-watchers, but I feel immensely content as I head on.
Loch ma Stac is as beautiful as ever and I’m a happy biker as I head down to
Strath Glass. The chances of making Contin before the shop closes are now
vanishingly small so I make the only sensible decision and leave the route to
go to Cannich. As usual I stay too long in the pub, but I make the most of it
as the next meal will be Oykel Bridge – over 70 miles further along the trail.
An hour or so later the clouds are gathering as I climb up from Struy to head
over to the Orrin Reservoir. About 500’ before the top, the thunder rolls and
the heavens open. The lightening isn’t close but it
seems to be all around and I can’t tell if it is getting closer or not. There is no
cover and I feel uncomfortably exposed while I’m the highest thing around. The
lightening is coming much closer to the thunder now and there is an urgency
in my legs that is nothing to do with the clock. The rain is so heavy that the
“path of the 1000 puddles” is just a continuous stream. I walk the deepest of
the puddles but everything is pretty wet. I stop at the Hydro Bothy with
thoughts of getting dry and warm. Neither are possible and I settle for just dry
gloves. But I make another schoolboy error and don’t tuck the gloves inside my
jacket. The water streaming down my arms rapidly fills my goretex, ultrawarm gloves with extremely cold water. This is not good.
My wife calls as I’m leaving Contin. I stop to answer but I’m not in a good place and home seems a
long way away. Some midges decide to investigate and they don’t help my mood one bit. I head on
and it continues to rain intermittently. As I approach Inchbae Lodge my resolve weakens and I decide
to see if I could maybe even get a coffee to warm up. As I go through the door thoughts of a shower
and a warm bed tempt me. The place is deserted. I wander from room to room and find the bar, also
deserted. I retrace my steps, climb on the bike and pedal away. It starts to rain again and the light is
fading. The forest either side is not dense, but there is nowhere obvious to stop. I look at the map
and see that the forest ends in a mile or so – and sure enough, the grass the other side of the fence
is close grazed and I find an ideal spot by the river. Even better, the rain stops long enough to get the
tent up. I mull over the day before falling asleep. 86 miles is still ok for my target finish, but it’s not
been an easy day. I’m disappointed that I let myself get downhearted. The bike and the body are
both working fine. This is all in the head. Tomorrow I will do better.

Monday 23rd May: Everything is damp when I wake, but it’s not raining. In fact, the river has fallen
by about a foot overnight. I breakfast on another cold bacon roll, faff a bit more and finally set off
at 7:18am. I figure there’s no point in arriving at Oykel Bridge before they’re
serving food. The weather keeps improving and it’s gorgeous sunshine by 8:30.
I make steady progress and have time in hand so I stop, dig out the sleeping
bag and let if blow in the sunshine for 10 minutes. I arrive at Oykel Bridge about
2 minutes to midday and the bar is deserted! But my arrival has been noticed
and soon there is hot food in front of me. We chat about the HT550 riders
coming through next week and I’m envious of the fact they will be able to arrive
pretty much anytime day or night and still get food. The sun is warm and I turn
the picnic benches into a drying room; tent, sleeping bag, the works, slipping
outside between courses to turn things over. It’s not the most attractive display
for other potential customers, but no one seems to mind. By the time I leave, it’s not just the batteries
that are fully charged, and I feel ready for the unknown of the northern loop.
The weather is changing as I head north, the clouds build and the wind increases. Behind me there
are rain showers that come and go, but I am in sun as I climb the Power Station road. The tarmac is
a surprise and it makes the climb a lot easier than I’d expected. The view north is stunning and with
the height I get reception and call my wife. I am so much happier than the day before. And there are
no midges – the wind sees to that! In fact the wind makes communication hard and the call is a short
one – but I doubt I’ll get another signal for the rest of the day and it’s good to talk.
Only a couple of cars pass me before I leave the relative civilisation of the main road at the end of
Loch Merkland. It’s 6pm and it’s an exhilarating feeling to be heading into seriously remote country
rather than back to the car or a B&B. I don’t know what lies ahead and I don’t know how far I’ll get.
And I feel alive!
There are no signs of life as I skirt past Gobernuisgach Lodge and head into
the harder going along Glen Golly. The push up Creag Dubh is fine, but the
clouds are lowering and it’s misty as I miss the turn at Lochan Sgeireach and
have to retrace my steps. The lighting is constantly changing through the
clouds as the sun sinks and I get glimpses of magic. I
drop down to the An Dubh Loch and contemplate the
Bealach Horn. It is shrouded in cloud from about half
way up. I don’t have any concerns about getting lost
in mist, but I want to see the view properly rather than
the tantalising glimpses that I have been teased with. It’s only just gone 9pm
and I’ve only done 80 miles, but I decide to stop for the night and hope for clear
skies in the early morning. I feel a real sense of achievement to be at the most
northerly point and although this is a wild and foreboding place to camp, I love
it. After all, surely it’s all downhill from here?

Tuesday 24th May: I poke my head out of the tent quite early but the clouds are still down. Even so
I’m on the move by 6:11 which is my earliest yet. I climb into the mist and there
is no view till I start the descent to Achfary and the view opens out into a lovely
sunny day with only the tops holding the cloud. At the bothy at Lone I meet a
school group breaking camp. I chat to one of their teachers who turns out to
be a friend of Tom Rowntree and has heard all about the HT550! I roll on
through a deserted Achfary and have a major celebration in my head as I
change to the second GPS track. I struggle to find where the track leaves the
road and am lucky when a resident of one of the cottages comes out and helps.
It’s another push to the col, but the weather is improving and the descent to
Kylesku is simply fantastic. I have a grin from ear to ear and life is definitely
very good!
I contemplate dropping into the hotel for breakfast but it is downhill and
would have to be reversed, so I press on and make do with a mars bar
instead. The road to Drumbeg is pretty lumpy, but I ride it all – which hugely
impresses a group of roadies who are walking up a steep section. I stop at
the store for pastry and coffee with my stomach firmly set on a pie in
Lochinver.
As I leave the road I’m convinced that Alan must have
a sadistic streak that has inserted this detour solely to
keep me from my food. But I forgive him when I get to
some enjoyable singletrack and before I know it I’m parking up outside the
famous pie shop for some real food.
By the time I set off there is hardly a cloud in the sky and it is probably the
hottest part of the day. I am lucky because I can eat large meals and then get
straight back on the bike, possibly because I have been practising this
particular technique for a lifetime. Even so, today I take it steady and enjoy the
incredible scenery. A guy catches me on a mountain bike and we chat. He’s just out to take photos
and easily leaves me before I catch him at his next photo stop. He uses my phone to take my favourite
photo of the trip. If I look like I’m having too much fun then it’s because I am. This section of the track
is easily rideable and the scenery is fantastic. Then it all changes. The scenery is just as fantastic but
the track is almost completely un-rideable. I know HAB is one of my strengths but I hadn’t expected
this and from the point where the paths fork, I take 3 hours to get to the road.

Suilven is an amazing mountain, a fantastically buttressed and impregnable fortress when you first
see it, that turns into a
pointed peak silhouetted
against the western sky
when you get to the road. A
rewarding view that is hard
won in the heat, but I feel
very lucky, It would be a
harder shift in pouring rain
and no view!
It’s only 14 miles or so to Oykel Bridge and I look forward to a quick spin along the road. It’s not a
strong headwind – but for some reason my legs are quite tired and it takes over an hour to get to
the hotel. The plan is for a relatively quick meal and then some more miles so I can hit Ullapool for
breakfast. But I end up chatting to some guys in the bar with some mutual acquaintances. It’s gone
9:30pm by the time I eventually leave and an hour later I find a pleasant spot to stop about a mile
past Corriemulzie Lodge. The long stay in the hotel has cost me and I’ve only covered 76 miles. Before
I turn the torch off, I go through my normal night time routine of looking at the map and planning
the day ahead. For me the Fisherfield day is the one I’ve been looking forward to the most and I
mentally prepare myself for a big day. I can’t wait!

Wednesday 25th May: It turns out that I could! I slept well again, and it’s gone 7am before I’m
rolling. At Loch an Daimh, I meet 4 walkers striking camp and they offer me a cup of tea. I explain
the rules about only taking something that is commercially available to all riders. I think they’d be
fine with getting paid, but it seems the idea of setting up a permanent tearoom doesn’t appeal for
some reason .
I arrive in Ullapool even later than hoped and the cafés on the seafront are busy, so I head to the
mountain shop café which is shut. So I head back to the seafront and find a table with wonderful
smells all around. By this stage of the trip I suspect I’m not one of them, and I wonder whether that’s
the reason that the couple at the next table start complaining that their food
is taking too long to arrive…. Unfortunately it’s because the café is really slow
and I try to compensate by eating even faster when the food eventually arrives.
I head to Tesco as the last major re-supply point and wander around the aisles
totally at a loss at what to buy. As usual I choose the slowest checkout queue
and then for good measure faff even more trying to pack everything away
properly. It’s 11am as I finally leave Ullapool and I’m annoyed with myself for
letting hours slip by. It’s now pretty warm and the climb up the coffin road,
although spectacular in this weather, is steep and hard.
At Corrie Hallie I’m back on familiar territory and I attack the climb with relish. The weather couldn’t
be better and I’m in one of the best mountain areas in the UK. Anteallach is my favourite Munro of
all and every view of its impressive skyline reminds me of the airy traverse of the full ridge with my
wife the previous year (guided by the excellent
Paul Tatersall – incidentally the first/only? guy to
take a mountain bike to the top of every Munro). I
chat to a guy lazing in the sun at Shenvall bothy
before heading to “the crossing”. I know it will be
fine in this weather, but there is a definite
tightness in my stomach as I approach. This can be
a showstopper, and people have taken significant
risks to get across. Memories of the Geldie Burn
during the Cairngorm Loop keep surfacing. In
reality, I probably could have ridden it – it was
barely up to my calves and suddenly I’m on the
other side with a ridiculous sense of relief. What
was all the fuss about!

I feel strong on the 1000’ HAB climb out of Gleann na Muice Beag. The conditions are perfect and
this is a privilege. I move through the landscape without any pain. Nothing hurts. When I ask for
more power, it flows through my legs. There is no one around, and it is as if I have this wonderful
playground all to myself. The view to the Causeway is awesome, a fantastic backdrop to a fantastic
descent. I ride it all, apart from a few rockfalls across the path. I stop for food on the Causeway,
strolling backwards and forwards to keep a few midges at bay, trying to fix this moment in time into
my head. This is a place to linger. This is what I came for.

The sun is low in the sky as I climb away from the Causeway – slightly uphill single-track straight into
the sun with each difficulty only visible at the last moment. Maybe it’s not that hard, or maybe I’m
on fire because I make just about every line I attempt.
Just after the col I stop to look at the view and suddenly become aware of 2 badgers snuffling around
in the grassy bracken only about 20 ft away. Amazingly, they seem to be completely unaware of me
and I manage to take some pictures and video before they realise I’m there and head off.
I’m in a bubble and feel like everything is going my way – I start the descent to Letterewe feeling on
top of the world. They say pride comes before a fall, and suddenly a line I choose is too hard for me,
I half commit, don’t carry enough speed into the drop off, and exit through the front door. Amazingly
I unclip and get my feet underneath me and I’m running downhill like a champion fell runner.
The first feeling as the adrenaline subsides is massive relief that I’m in one piece – not even any cuts
or bruises. I nervously scramble back up the slope to see how the bike fared, and can’t find any
damage to that either - I can’t believe my luck! I’m now more shaken by what might have happened
rather than what actually did. It’s gone 10pm and the light is definitely going and maybe it’s time to
call it a day. But I want to make a start on the Postman’s Path to have any chance of breakfast in
Kinlochewe, so I press on – just a bit more cautiously!
I don’t like camping near people’s houses, so I carry on past Letterewe and just before 11pm I finally
find somewhere that I can pitch. I’ve been on the go for nearly 16 hours and only managed 54 miles.
I’m now down on my planned average and I’ve got 174 miles still to do. Suddenly I’m not that
confident of getting back to Tyndrum before the group start. But it has been the most amazing day
on a bike that you could wish for…..

Thursday 26th May: I’m rolling by 5:55am, the earliest getaway so far. The Postman’s Path is an
unknown quantity and I just keep pegging away, riding when I can, trying to
keep the speed up when I can’t. I come across a little gully with fallen trees
that requires some ingenuity to get the bike through. I take a photo and tweet
it when I get a signal. That should whet the appetite of the group riders!
I arrive at the Whistlestop Café at 9am to find that not only is it open, but it’s
heaving with loads of guys wearing Cape Wrath Ultra Event t-shirts. A guy
comes up and asks if I’m doing the Highland Trail. To be honest, I register the
fact that he knows about the HT, but he’s between me and breakfast. Then he
introduces himself as Gary Tompsett and that he completed the HT 2 years
before. I must be very shallow, because in an instant here is someone who
deserves respect. He has done something that I am still struggling to do. He
understands. I would have happily spent ages talking to him, but it turns out
he is the Race Director of the Cape Wrath Ultra and the rescue of an injured
competitor takes priority.
The Whistlestop is a great place, and 2 breakfasts later I’m on my way fully
recharged. As I head up to Coulin, I notice a familiar tightness in my shoulders.
I’m sure it’s just a result of poor posture on the bike and is something that I sometimes get after long
days in the saddle. I metaphorically and literally shrug it off, and head up to the shoulder of Beinn
Liath Mhor, another spectacular viewpoint. I
remember the path from climbing the Munro and
sure enough, there are parts of the descent well
beyond my ability – especially after the poor
judgement of the previous evening. I reckon I’ll get
a bit of a rest on the road section from
Achnashellach, but nearly get more than I bargain
for. It’s getting to the hottest part of the day and
the tarmac is so smooth that I catch myself
nodding off while I’m still pedalling. Falling asleep at the handlebars is a new one on me! I go past
the Strathcarron Hotel, but can’t resist the Carron Restaurant for two large glasses of ice cold milk
and a bowl of ice-cream.
From Attadale through to Loch Long, my shoulders really start to be a problem. The tightness
becomes a sharp shooting pain with sudden movement, the sort of movement you make when the
single track becomes un-rideable and you have to get off in a hurry. Getting back on is only slightly
less painful. I end up walking long sections just to avoid getting on and off.
I’m not exactly panicking yet, but this could turn into a showstopper. I don’t know how long I can put
up with the pain, but doubt it would be for long enough to get me to the finish.
I start experimenting with different stretches and discover that one particular stretch, although
intensely painful while I'm doing it, provides some relief for about 5 minutes. I am glad when I get to
the road at Loch Long, and try to relax the tension as I head round to Dornie.

Dornie doesn’t go well. My research crib sheet says the Eilean Donan
Tearoom should still be open, but it is already closed.
One of the pubs doesn’t start serving for another hour
and a half. The other pub, that normally serves all day,
has a problem with the kitchen. I need to take on some
food, so I have a drink and a bag of crisps and just rest
a while anyway. Then someone says I might get
something to eat at the petrol station at Inverinate,
but no-one knows when they close. I set off in timetrial mode and arrive at 5:57pm. They weren't about to shut at 6, but it's still
a result - the greasy sausage-roll out of the microwave gives me more pleasure
than many a fancy restaurant meal and I tuck in on the garage forecourt –
getting disapproving and pitying looks in equal measure.
It’s amazing how my mental state is so closely connected to my stomach. Revived, I’m now set for
Glen Affric. This is familiar territory and once more, it feels great to be heading into the hills as the
light is fading. The twists and turns of the climb just bring different views and different lighting.

When I reach Camban Bothy, the sun has set and I’m tired, but there is still plenty of light in the sky
and I need to cover more miles. I carry on, but my progress is getting slower. The head torch goes
on. I want to stop now. This is an ITT not a race, there are no other riders to push me on. It’s just me
and a pool of white light…... And then I think of the blue dot. And the invisible peer pressure of
publicly sharing your goals on social media. And the fact that I really do want to be in Tyndrum to
see the Group Start. My moment of weakness passes and I decide that if I carry on until I have less
than 100 miles still to do, I’ll make it.
I ignore ideal camping spots on nice level short grass and enter the forest. By the time I allow myself
to start looking for camping spots there aren’t any – certainly none where you can get a tent peg in.
I know it’s forest the whole way to Tomich so I look at the map for other ideas and spot a picnic site
marked at the road end between Loch Affric and Loch Beinn a’ Mheadhoin. It’s a few hundred meters
off route, but I figure it’s bound to have some flat grass.
I get there at midnight and it is the smallest picnic site I’ve ever seen. There is one picnic bench, with
a towel and cooking stuff on it, presumably belonging to the occupants of the large tent that is
already pitched there. I consider carrying on to look for somewhere else, but
only for seconds. I’ve been on the go for 18 hours and there is enough grass for
me to pitch so I go for it. I try to be as quiet as I can, but still feel very antisocial.
Before I fall asleep I reflect on the day. Despite the hours, I’ve still only covered
71 miles and my promise to myself that 100 miles would be fine feels
optimistic. At least I’ve done all the rest of the route before and I take comfort
from the fact that I seem to be managing the pain in my shoulders ok. As I fall
asleep, I realise that I am worrying about when I’m going to finish, not if .

Friday 27th May: I try to pack up as quietly as I pitched. I’m away just before 6:30am and there is
no sign of life from the big tent. Maybe they’ll decide it was just a dream.
I wonder about asking for breakfast at the Tomich Hotel, but decide it’s too early. There is a café at
Dundreggan, but I decide it’s too far off-route. So it’s after 11am before breakfast finally happens in
Fort Augustus. The next section along the Great Glen is one of the easiest of the whole route and at
3pm I’ve having an early afternoon tea in Fort William. The nature of the route has changed now.
After the solitude of the north, this feels crowded. I see more people on the
West Highland Way between Fort William and Kinlochleven than I did for
hundreds of miles earlier in the week.
As I descend into Kinlochleven I have to make a decision, stop for food, or press
on for Tyndrum. I find these decisions easy – although I did opt for the Chippy
on the basis that it would be faster .
It’s 7:30pm as I leave Kinlochleven. There are weary souls with heavy rucksacks
heading down as I climb up. I tell them the chips are good, but they need to
hurry. I’m not sure if it’s what they want to hear. There are low clouds rolling around the glens as I
get to the top of the Devil’s Staircase and start the descent into Glencoe. The finish is getting close
now, but so is darkness. The King’s House is an oasis of light and I’m tempted to drop in for a drink.
I know I’m tired and I think about my 3 objectives; Be safe, Have fun, Finish before the Group Start.
So the decision is made and I send out a tweet for any dot-watchers:“So close to end of #HT550 but a) I want to come back safe (tired riders make mistakes)
b) it's more fun in daylight. Early start!”
But I don’t go into the King’s House and I don’t camp there either. Some idiots have lit fires within
the forest close to the buildings and I’m just not ready for being around people again, not those sorts
of people anyway.
I head on till I’m well clear and find a place to pitch. I’ve been on the go for 16½ hours and still only
covered 83 miles, although surprisingly it’s the most climbing of any of the days. I go through the
normal routines, acutely aware it’s for the last time. It’s strange. For the last 6 nights, I’ve camped
miles from anywhere, normally by running water. Here, the sound of the cars on the road is a
constant companion until I fall asleep.

Saturday 28th May: I’m up and out of the tent at 4:30, but it still takes me an age to pack
everything. It’s 5:12am before I‘m rolling. The weather is still holding and surely nothing is going to
stop me now. I hardly notice the climbs, but take it steady on the descents. Don’t screw it up now!
Then on the long fast descent to Victoria Bridge, a figure in white suddenly rises from the
undergrowth at the side of the track. I slow down as I get closer until I can make out that it’s a rider.
He looks a bit dazed as he walks over to where his bike had also left the track. He doesn’t know what
happened but he repeatedly tells me he's fine. I mumble something about if he’s sure and carry on,
feeling guilty and at the same time relieved. Another reminder that things can happen at any point.
I think I’m ok for time, but I worry about the climb over the West Highland Way between Inveroran
and Bridge of Orchy and how long it will take. I leave the road and start up the track at a brisk pace
before the GPS bleeps at me. Confused, I check to see why, to find that the GPS thinks I should stay
on the road. I am convinced I should follow the West Highland Way all the way from Fort William so
I dig out my phone and check that. Both tell me the route is on the road. I turn round and roll back
down – the road is easy! Soon I’m so close that I could walk it and still get there before the Group
Start, and then I’m flying down to the finish line, way ahead of when I told my wife I’d arrive.
It is exactly the same as when I left 6 days, 22 hours and 41 minutes ago – deserted and a distinct
lack of fanfares! So I just keep rolling and head to the Real Food
Café. There are loads of bikepackers milling around and I’m just
another one. Ok so my bike is a bit muckier and I probably smell
a bit more. I’m definitely hungrier than anyone else so I nod a few
greetings and go straight to the food queue. Suddenly Alan
bounds up to congratulate me. Soon the news is out and I’m
talking to loads of people. My wife arrives, disappointed to have
missed my actual finish. We hug and she confirms that I do indeed
need a shower. Alan tells me I can have a place in the group start
after all – if I can be ready in the next hour or so! Then he makes
my day and asks me to be the official starter of the 2016 event.
So I climb back onto the bike and pedal back to the start. A vague speech forms in my mind. I want
to tell everyone that they’re there because Alan thinks they can do it. That if I can do it, then they
surely can. That it’s hard and unforgiving and uplifting and exhilarating all at the same time. That
they should ride safe and not push themselves so hard that they can’t make good decisions, because
it can all go wrong in an instant, and this is something to live for, not die for. To have fun and be in
the moment. I want to tell them all that. And then Alan signals it’s time and all I say is “GOooooooo!”

EPILOGUE
I was high all week. I might have been back at work, but I became a compulsive dot-watcher, re-living every
inch of the route and marvelling at how fast these guys were going, until the race reached its climatic end. In
fact I stayed in the bubble for months. I’d achieved my goal, meeting all three of my objectives, followed by
15 minutes of fame and recognition well out of proportion to my achievement.
So what is it with the HT550? The truthful answer is I don’t know. It got into my head and has stayed there
ever since. It’s still there and I suspect it hasn’t finished with me yet. I do know it’s a masterpiece and Alan
should be very proud of what he has created. As its reputation spreads, it’s going to be harder and harder to
get into the Group Start, to the point that many people who are perfectly capable of completing won’t get
in. And my guess is that many of them will see the rejection and not the challenge. Which is a shame because
there is so much to commend an Individual Time Trial. I’d still walked the line of pushing my body way further
than it was used to but without breaking it. I’d still seen all the spectacular views. I’d wild camped every night
and I’d experienced the independence of heading into really remote places, far away from any other human
beings. In many ways, an ITT is much closer to the spirit of bikepacking than a Group Start. So if you get the
rejection email from Alan, ignore it. See it as an opportunity!
Howard Perkins

The Statistics : Highland Trail 2016 ITT - 21st May to 28th May
Day
Saturday
Sunday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Overall

Start GPS
09:00
06:47
07:18
06:11
07:10
05:55
06:24
05:12
06:22:48

Stop GPS
22:14
21:58
21:19
22:32
22:52
23:54
22:37
07:48

Duration
13:12
15:23
14:01
16:21
15:44
17:59
16:32
02:37

Moving Time
09:47
11:13
10:09
11:10
10:14
12:15
11:58
02:15

Distance
83.02
86.24
79.83
75.84
54.48
71.42
83.37
19.07

04:15:49

03:07:01

553.27

Height
2,236
2,521
1,902
2,633
2,252
2,298
3,272
456
17,570 m
(57,644 ft)

