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Bennachie, hill with a fan club

RENNIE McOWAN visits the ridge of
-hills which have a very special place in
the hearts of north-east people

WHEN all the lovers drift away this evening
it might well seem ungracious for people like
me to have a tiny, personal regret that some-
thing was perhaps missing from the day.

There will be hundreds of them, drawn from
over 3,000 in different parts of the world, and
they will have had another day of pleasure and
joy. The lovers, of course, are the Bailies of
Bennachie (pronounced Bain-a-Hee), that asso-
ciation of volunteers who protect this small,
near-mystical peak in the north-east. Although
they are not all north-east folk, it is, neverthe-
less, the guardians from the Don and Dee and
round about who have the most passionate
feelings about their small hill.

They meet this afternoon to hear speeches
and to picnic and to inspect the object of their
adoration, but the annual rally perhaps misses
one thing which would make it perfect. The
rally surely calls for the mass singing of that
evocative song and pipe tune, ‘Oh! Gin I were
far Gadie rins. .. at the fit o’ Bennachie’,
sung with feeling by folk who would obviously
mean it. After all, what loved one of promin-
ence in all human history is not worshipped in
music and the rally is held, literally, at the
back o' Bennachie? :

‘The Bailies successfully do that difficult
thing: they actively promote interest in their
1,733ft  hill, produce books, calendars,
booklets, cards, maps and other memorabilia
and yet they do not appear to wreck their
ground with too much boot pressure.

The hill is some distance from large popula-
tions, it is not nationally known, and the
voluntary Bailies strive to work harmoniously
and effectively with the Forestry Commission
and other landowners. So far they have
avoided the worst excesses of visitor pressure
which have disfigured other, larger hills.

Bennachie is a five-mile, east-west ridge
between the rivers Don and Gadie (pronounced
Gaadee) with five summits over 1,500ft (some

* argue there are really seven or eight tops), its
slopes are clad in trees and heather and there
are now discreet car parks and many per-
mutations to the high ground.

It has so much: an Iron Age fort and traces
of wells and huts, memories of the robber
Leslies who used the hill as a stronghold and

'

Back 0' Bennachie
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whose sons died at red Harlaw, myths and
stories like the giant Jack o' Bennachie who
crushed his rival and his stolen lady love by
hurling a huge boulder at them, of sad Hosie's
Well whose namesake was taken prisoner at
Harlaw and who came back to find his sweet-
heart had married another, of the probing
Romans and the growing feeling t the
battle of Mons Graupius took place in this cor-
ner.

It is the hill, too, of hardy people who cut
out crofts for themselves and then found their
common land taken over by fatcat land-
owners, a bitter tale of tenacity and evictions.

Bennachie is seen from far afield, a great
bastion of the Highlands thrust into the Howe
of the Garioch (pronounced Gee-ree) and
fishermen far out at sea take their bearings
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from the red, granite mass of the best known
top, the Mither Tap. Its cone and top ridge
catch the eye from many corners and it has
become almost a sacred hill in the hearts of
north-east people and no-one can read the
literature of the Bailies and fail to be deeply
moved.

Dr Daniel Gordon, of Inverurie, and other
friends, formed the Bailies in 1973 and they
hit on the happy rule that once you joined as a
member (£1) you were there for life. The
name of Bailie was suggested by Dr James
Gill based on the idea of the town bailie caring
for law and order of his burgh or the country
bailie looking after his cattle. They elect
wardens to look after specific parts of the hill
and in addition to conferences, rallies and
work projects have held poetry recitations on
the slopes.

1t dominates the farmlands of the Garioch
and Buchan, it symbolises childhood memories

for many, it encapsulates the north-east for |

exiles and it is one of the first sights the
returning migrant sees. No wonder the late
Lord Aberdeen wrote: “To hell with your Alps,
Rockies and Himalayas! Bennachie is the hill
for me.”

Some years ago I was eager to see what all
the fuss was about and got lost in a maze of
minor roads in the area of Monymusk, Alford
and the ancient Chapel of Garioch, an area of
strong farmlands of old pedigree, but the blue
peak of Bennachie on the horizon kept catch-
ing my eye and I felt as if I could give the car
its head, like a horse, and later I joined the
Bailies as a long-distance member and have
been back since.

Oddly enough, one of the best ways up the
hill is not, initially, to the summit, Oxen Craig
(pronounced Owsin), but from Esson’s Croft
car park on the east side of the hill on to the
prominent and slightly lower eastern point,
the Mither Tap. But each to his own.

There are problems ahead for the Bailies,
of litter, boot pressure, changing landowners,
Forestry Commission cut-backs and — believe
it or not — a current plan to plant Sitka spruce
in the area known as the Monymusk triangle,
an act of near-sacrilege to many. But with
such a vast army of dedicated guardians one
can feel reasonably sure that this special hill
will continue to get the protection it deserves.
Try it sometimes. It is better than some
Munros.

All the annual rally needs to make it perfect
for outsiders like me is to have its anthem
movingly sung at the annual rally. ‘Oh! Gin I
were far Gadie rins..." I tell you, it would
break the heart.
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