BOGGED DOWN AT BAGH HARTABHAGH
“Come on, Dad, it’s not as though we’re climbing Everest.”  So spoke my older son, with all the brash assurance of a teen-ager, when I urged him to step carefully as he, his younger brother, my wife and I set out last summer for Bagh Hartabhagh (Hartavagh Bay), two-and-a-half miles beyond North Glendale on the eastern edge of South Uist.

He had a point.  After all, we weren’t even hill walking.  Rather, we were hiking across a low-lying, more or less level valley.  There were hills on both sides of us – Cearsanais and Beinn Bheag (Little Hill) to the north, and Marabhal and Cruachan across Lochs Cearsanais and Marulaig to the south – but they interposed no obstacle.  What they did do was to screen us in, so that we made our way eastward in utter solitude.  There was also a path of sorts, although that is a courtesy title:  wet and treacherous even in August, it functions, at all times of year, more as a guide than as a serviceable walkway.  But at least it ensures that one does not get lost.

Extending past the ruins of the old South Glendale School on the left, the path stops abruptly at Broken Bridge, then resumes on the far side of Abhainn Marulaig.  “Abhainn” means either stream or river, and Marulaig is one or the other, depending on the season.  Broken Bridge itself is aptly named, for the bridge that had once connected the two sides has long since toppled into the water.  But there are stepping-stones, a few yards south, which will carry the hiker across -- during the dry months, anyway.

East of the abhainn, the path winds and dips, until Bagh Hartabhagh looms ahead.  Besides being a place of almost ethereal beauty, the bay is lined with the remains of cottages, some of them quite substantial, formerly belonging to crofters who had been “cleared” there from the machair but could not sustain themselves in so desolate a spot.  One does not have to believe in ghosts to feel the presence of their spirits.

The journey to Bagh Hartabhagh had taken us about an hour-and-a-half, which is par for the course, as I can attest from prior visits.  I had wanted to press on further to the tiny promontory of Meall na h-Ordaig, which overlooks the Minch.  (“Ordaig” means great toe, or thumb, and, gazing upon the oddly-shaped configuration, one can see how it got its name.)  But my wife would have none of it, so we turned and retraced our steps.

It happened right after we had re-crossed the stepping-stones at Broken Bridge.  Max, our older, was trailing slightly behind us.  Suddenly we heard a call for help.  There he was, waist-deep in a bog, with one leg over the side, the other completely submerged, and his hand gripping the edge.  Had he been alone, he would have been in trouble.

I now faced two dilemmas.  The first was whether to memorialize his discomfiture by snapping a photograph or rush immediately to his side.  My better nature prevailed.  I rushed immediately to his side.

The second was whether to pull him out — or push him the rest of the way in.  Again my better nature prevailed.  With his brother’s help, I pulled him out.  Wiser for the experience, he no longer dismisses as inconsequential the hazards of walking on South Uist.  Nor should he, for I have heard of others who have had near-death encounters with bogs, especially in that region.

The risks are well worth taking, however, because, except for a fish farm, the terrain is pristine, and the spectacle of the abandoned cottages can move, to the core, even phlegmatic types like myself who are not moved easily.  Additionally, if you continue east for another 45 minutes to the crest of Meall na h-Ordaig, as I did on a later hike when I had no accompanying spouse to constrain me, you will be rewarded by a spectacular view of the sea.  And the risks can be minimized by following simple precautions:  wearing boots, telling people where you are going, and using a walking stick to test out the ground in front of you.  

A word to the wise:  the stepping-stones at Broken Bridge are visible, and traversable, only during the dry months.  From November through March or April, when the abhainn is truly a river, the only sure way to reach Bagh Hartabhagh on foot is to start out from the bend of the road in South Glendale and proceed northeast across the moderate-sized hills of Cruachan and Thairtebreac.  (Avoid the surrounding lowlands, which will be nigh impassable.)  Whenever you go, and by whatever route you arrive, you will behold, once you get there, what the late Boisdale poet Donald MacDonald described as “wells that are deserted and the cold sites of houses….sights with your eyes to stimulate your thoughts.”
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