My time in Mountain Rescue so far.

I was introduced to Mountain Rescue at a very young age. The team I was introduced to was Torridon and Kinlochewe Mountain Rescue. My father has been in the team for well over 30 years and is now deputy team leader.  The phone would go and dad would get his gear ready and then I would just stand there and watch him go out the door and maybe not see him till the next morning, my two older brothers understanding what was happening but I didn’t as I was so young.  In these days they would have big epic rescues that would take them all night or they would be on searches that would take two or three days. One thing that would always make me smile would be the noise and sight of the big RAF SAR helicopter flying over Kinlochewe to try and get up Glen Docherty in bad weather to get the casualty to hospital in Inverness. I always knew once that big helicopter was flying east to hospital with the casualty my dad would soon be home.

My mother often reminds me of the time when I was little that I promised her I would never join Mountain Rescue because even though I was young I could sense that she was worried when dad and the rest of the team were out. 
Mum can remember one specific Easter weekend, I was four years old at the time, when the team were called out on the Easter Monday evening to a rescue on Beinn Eighe. I was packed off to bed as usual then when I woke the next morning assuming dad had not returned home until very late the night before or the early hours of the morning I was telling everyone in the house to be quite as dad must still be sleeping. My two older brothers knew dad had not come home as the rescue was still going on, so mum had to explain to me that dad was still out on the hill and had been all night along with the other guys in the team. I was seemingly not very happy at this so I asked her to telephone the base to find out where he was but mum refused explaining that she couldn’t do this as whoever was at the base would need the phone for use in the rescue and also that it was the same for every other family whose husband or dad was on the hill and that we would just have to be patient.  Around 9.00 am I heard the familiar sound of the RAF SAR helicopter flying over the house and heading for Beinn Eighe. Mum explained that they were in to help and no doubt the rescue would soon be over. Sure enough it was and around 11.00 am dad came home.  I then sat beside him at the breakfast table and interrogated him about the rescue making sure he was ok. Once that was done I made a promise to my mother I would never join the Mountain Rescue Team. As it turned out this had been a very busy night for all teams throughout Scotland as there had been a total of nine rescues two of them on Beinn Eighe, one person with a broken leg and one party cragfast. 
From an early age my two older brothers and myself were always out wandering the hills with dad learning basic mountain craft. I was now in my early teens and enjoying very much what the hills of home had to offer. Scott my older brother joined the team at the age of 17 and at that time was probably the youngest in Scotland. James decided Mountain Rescue was not for him although he loved the hills. Scott once joked with me and said I would never join the team as young as he had. Wrong thing to say to me and at the age of sixteen and a half I approached Neil Hinchliffe our team leader and asked if I could go along to training and join the team. Scott and I still wind each other up when it comes to anything to do with the hills but that’s another story, its all good sibling rivalry. 
I now was concerned as to how to break the news to mum, I’d already told dad and had his blessing but I had broken a promise that I had made many years before and her youngest son was now entering the Mountain Rescue world.  She admitted that she had always taken that promise lightly and deep down knew that more so than my brothers my life would in some way be involved with mountaineering. She also knew I had listened and learnt from dad from a very young age about hill craft and would not to be reckless in the mountains.  My father is an experienced hillwalker and mountaineer with a lot of experience and knowledge which he passed on to me and still does, always keeping an eye on me whether it be mountaineering for pleasure or on rescues.  
Scott left the team after being in it for 7 years, going on to pursue a career in the RAF, then the police. Prior to this we did have one rescue when all three of us were on the hill together. I wonder at times how many teams can say they had a father and two sons in their team. 
When one joins the team they have to do six satisfactory training days to be accepted on to the call out list. We train the first Sunday of every month so this took six months.  I remember passing my six satisfactory training days and getting kitted out at base with all my nice new rescue gear. This was a great achievement for me as I was passionate about the mountains so I was certain I would just be as passionate about the team.  Once that was done I had to do another six training days making a total of twelve from the start to be accepted as a full team member. 
Since being accepted on the call out list eight years ago I have been on a few rescues now so not only is my mountaineering gaining experience I have gained more and more experience as a Mountain Rescuer.
Mountain Rescue has its down side as well and I learnt that the week I turned eighteen. A  few days previously we had just completed an all night rescue on the north face of Liathach. It was a beautiful clear night in February. There was us (Torridon MRT), RAF Kinloss MRT, RAF rescue 137 helicopter and then the Coastguard rescue helicopter Mike Uniform came in the next morning to uplift the casualty to hospital as the RAF had to return to base. The casualty survived a serious leg injury and freezing temperatures, it was a great result to a big rescue and a very long night.  
A few days later and I attended my first fatality, I always knew I would be involved in fatalities as a mountain rescue team member so in a way I was slightly prepared for this.  I think because it was my first one I will always remember it like it was yesterday.  As I was the youngster of the team the others were asking if I was ok after what I had experienced and I was. I was more concerned for sparing a thought for the family and friends of the fatality.  Once at home that night mum left dad and I to chat about the day’s events. Dad was good to chat to as he has experienced these situations over the years. We chatted for a good hour or so, he was just making sure I was fine as dad’s do.  I will never forget the week I turned 18, there was an epic all night rescue and sadly my first fatality.
As time moves on there has been a few more rescues and I have taken my mountaineering to the next level, more for my poor mum to worry about. Eighteen was not just a big year for me with rescues it was also when I started my high altitude mountaineering, I summated Mount Kenya and Mount Kilimanjaro at the end of that year. I was looking for another challenge and at the age of twenty I summated Mount Aconcagua. 
I then decided to go and see my brother James who had moved to Australia with his girlfriend Germaine. I loved my time in Australia but after two years was getting homesick for my beloved mountains. 
I was coming home to get straight back to the mountains I had missed so much and also back in to the team.  There were also a few changes, new faces in the team, some of the team had left and the Coastguard had a brand new Helicopter for SAR duties.
I was home for twenty four hours when we were called out on a rescue. Unfortunately I could not attend as I had been socialising with friends as there was a good dance on in the Torridon hall that night and was in no fit state to walk at sea level let alone go up a mountain.  I soon made up for it though as we had a rescue the following Sunday on Liathach.  After two years away I was back on the mighty Liathach and as it turned out it was a happy ending with someone crag fast.  
I soon got settled in back home, I was back in the mountains in the swing of things with the team and got a job locally which was good.  I was still looking for another challenge so I decided to sign up to climb Denali in North America, it is 20,300ft but it is known as the coldest mountain in the world.  
The night before I left for Alaska we had our annual team AGM.  This was a memorable night for me as after eight years of being part of the Torridon and Kinlochewe mountain rescue team I was given the role of equipment officer and also I was made one of the directors. This was a wonderful boost just before I left for one of the biggest challenges of my life so far.  Unfortunately it was not meant to be as we became storm bound at 14,200ft on Denali in a severe wind and snow storm, spending five days sitting in the tent hoping we were going to be able to escape the storm that mother nature had created. We abandoned our climb, this was the right decision as we had to lose height before something drastic happened.  Even though Denali was the first high altitude mountain that I had attempted and not summated I felt I had achieved something. I now know I can turn around and say enough is enough as the mountain will always be there.

I must say my time in the team so far and my adventures in the mountains are something I will treasure for the rest of my life and I am looking forward to many more years in the team and running round the hills looking for more challenges.  There have been many rescues now that I have been on, a lot have made me smile when I look back on them but then there are a few with a sad ending which makes me put everything into perspective. It does not matter if the rescue has a happy or a sad ending it is an honour and a privilege to be part of such a dedicated team who drop whatever they are doing at a minutes’ notice to go and save a mountaineer in distress.  Also that wee boy who used to look on with his mother when his father would head out the door on a rescue doesn’t stand there anymore with his mother, he is a lot older now and he follows in his father’s footsteps out the door whilst his mother looks on and they both head off to another rescue not knowing what the outcome will be.
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