
The minutes of half-awake lucidity just before 
falling asleep are a rich source of inspiration 
for me. It is these times when, stripped of 
rationality and inhibition, I feel I can do, or 
be, anything. Deep in my subconscious, cold, 
remote mountain faces become a joyful exercise 
in speed, precision and technique. The most 
impressive and obscure records of human 
endeavour become a target that will surely be a 
pleasure to surpass.

The Cuillin Ridge is often described as the 
greatest mountain range in the British Isles. 
It rises straight out of the ocean in a jagged 
horseshoe of peaks on the beautiful Hebridean 

isle of Skye. Counting eleven Munroes 
(mountains above 3000 feet) along its 12km 
length, and consisting almost exclusively of 
steep, di�  cult terrain, with several sections 
of mandatory rock climbing, the ridge o� ers 
an irresistible challenge to mountaineers and 
ambitious hill walkers. At fourteen I went on a 
camping trip to the idyllic Loch Coruisk, a crystal-
clear lake encircled by the ridge and draining 
into the sea. A perfect outline of jagged peaks 
against a starlit sky is my prominent memory of 
the trip. A seed was sown in my mind and ever 
since I have dreamed of breaking the record for 
running the traverse of the ridge. Those thirteen 

years of dreaming, punctuated by a friend 
running a fast time, heightened my desire. His 
ashes being scattered there a few years later, 
deepened it further.

But this night I cannot sleep, and lucidity 
will not arrive. I toss and turn in a cold sweat, 
a train rumbles by, my � atmate talks loudly on 
his phone. It is three days since I ran the ridge. 
A disappointing performance, half an hour 
slower than the record. I have lots of excuses, 
but none of them big enough to know I can do 
it next time. My training partner sco� s at my 
persistence, not believing that I can make up 
such a large shortfall.

This is only half of what is keeping me awake 
– I know I must go back, even if it is only to 
prove that I cannot do it. The more immediate 
problem is when, and how to get there. Skye 
has notoriously bad weather, but is currently 
enjoying a spell of perfect conditions. The 
forecast says this will end in four days’ time. I will 
probably not get another chance this year. I have 
two days o�  work, but no car. Getting to Skye 
takes the best part of a day on the bus... Can I 
make it add up?

Then there is the fear. The Cuillin Ridge is 
unique in the UK because there are several 
unavoidable climbing sections, where most 
parties use a rope for safety. Much of the rest 
of the ground is di�  cult, time consuming and 
always above sickening drops. Although not 
extreme by modern rock-climbing standards, 
moving fast along this ground means using no 
ropes. I felt safe on it last week but I know there 

are countless places where a simple trip could 
prove fatal. Speed necessarily means taking risks.

The next day I phone friends on Skye and 
secure crucial help; someone to meet me with 
water halfway round the route, and another to 
pick up my sleeping kit, as I plan to sleep on 
the ridge the night before. I am touched by the 
eagerness with which people o� er their help. I 
hope I can repay their con� dence in me.

A plan starts to form: sleep at a friend’s place 
in Edinburgh, early train to Glasgow, sprint 
across town, long bus journey to Skye, meet Ben, 
drive to Glen Brittle, walk up onto the ridge, a 
few last-minute checks of a section of the route 
where I lost time on my previous attempt, sleep 
on ridge, wake, leave bag in easy-to-� nd but 
hidden place, run ridge, hitch hike home. Just 
about possible if everything clicks…

Two evenings later I settle down into my 
sleeping bag as the sun sets over the isles of 

Rum, Canna and the Atlantic Ocean. The ridge 
lies behind me, that same perfect horseshoe 
of jagged peaks against another starlit sky, not 
a cloud in sight. The rock feels warm, dry and 
rough under my hands.

As sleep envelops me I picture myself moving 
swiftly up short walls, running freely along knife-
edge ridges and padding across steep slabs 
perched above big drops. The fear now absent, I 
feel at ease, at home. I know that tomorrow I will 
run the Cuillin Ridge faster than anyone ever has 
before.

Postscript:  On the 4th May 2007, Es Tresidder 
succeeded in breaking the long-standing record 
for the Cuillin Ridge traverse. His time of 3 hours 
17 minutes and 28 seconds took nearly 15 minutes 
o�  Andy Hyslop’s time from 1994. You can � nd out 
more about this and other adventures at 
www.es-on-ice.co.uk

Island dreams
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