HILL-WALKING ON SOUTH UIST – WINTER WALKS
	
Last month I broached the difference between winter walks and summer walks. If you walk in winter, it is well to keep several points in mind.  First, there are only six to seven hours of daylight (when the sun shines at all), and you don’t want to be abroad at night.  Second, the weather can change for the worse in an eye blink.  That’s true, of course, at any time of year,  but when it changes in winter it becomes really nasty.  You should never stray so far that you can’t return quickly to your base.  Third, you should avoid the highest hills, for the temperatures at the top can dip below freezing even when ground temperatures are mild and no snow is visible.  It is also a good idea to keep civilisation in view, so that you can signal with a flashlight if something goes wrong.  Definitely carry a flashlight, or at least a cell-phone, which can serve the same purpose, but do not count upon the cell phone for making emergency calls, because many places off the beaten track lack service.
	
There are several walks that meet all or most of these criteria; such as Benbecula’s Rueval footpath, remote but sea level all the way, and flat-topped Easabhal (243 meters), below South Lochboisdale, and I shall describe them in future columns.  But if you want a true taste of climbing, with minimal rigor and risk, I recommend the adjacent hills of Sheaval (223 meters) and Trinival (198 meters) on the south side of Loch Eynort.
	
I do not mean that either is easy.  Both have steep ascents, pesky barbed wire fences, and false peaks (Trinival’s even has a cairn on it) that make their summits seem closer to the road than is actually the case.  Still, they are not as tall as the other hills I have mentioned, and unless you push your luck by venturing down their south slopes you are never far from the comforting sight of the South Locheynort houses.   
	
To conquer Sheaval, the more westerly of the two, drive east along the South Locheynort road till you come to a left-hand bend.  Park there, off the road, and walk for about five minutes in the same direction towards a small old house on your right.  Looking uphill from the house, you will see a gate where two fences intersect.  Make for the gate and walk through it.  Sheaval’s peak, or what appears to be Sheaval’s peak (it isn’t really; the true peak is behind it), will now be on your left.  Do not, however, head directly towards the peak (the false or the true one), for the ground in between is boggy.  Instead, proceed obliquely right, to the western base of the hill, and climb up the ridge to the trig point at the summit.  The walking time is about 45 minutes.
	
It is again roughly 45 minutes from the trig point to the true top of Trinival by the shortest route, across Bealach Sheaval (Sheaval Pass) along a line of old fence posts.  To get to the Bealach, though, you must scramble down Sheaval’s steep and sometimes slippery eastern slope. The south-eastern descent is easier, but lengthens the journey somewhat and propels you further from that comforting sight of the South Locheynort houses.  Once atop Trinival, another 45 minutes’ walk brings you back to your car.
	
The views, not only from the tops, but also from various locations along the way, are perhaps the most stunning on the island, the more so because with the hills being relatively low, the landmarks are clearly in focus.  To the south is Glen Labasdall, a loch-studded valley that extends to Lochboisdale, and beyond lie Eriskay, Barra and Mingulay.  To the north, across Loch Eynort, looms Beinn Mhor, at 620 meters the highest hill on the archipelago.  To the north east, past Stulaval (374 meters), Loch Eynort empties into the Minch.  But the grandest spectacle of all is west and northwest, over the machair to the Atlantic, where on a clear day one can see the Monarchs and St. Kilda.  
	
Don’t just focus on the views, though; focus also on the daylight and the weather.  And try not to lose sight, for long, of those houses.

Martin Margulies
(Adapted from the newspaper article)



