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Project descriptor by Ruaridh Ormiston (Newtonmore Riding Centre)

‘I was approached early this year by Joyce Gilbert of the SpeyGrian Educational Trust and asked if I could provide up to twelve Highland Ponies from Newtonmore Riding Centre for a journey from Speyside to Atholl. Of course, I immediately said that would not be a problem. The plan was for a one week trip travelling at a “drover’s speed” of 10-12 miles per day, camping outside, carrying all our own kit and food and grazing the ponies en route.

What better way to achieve this than to “slow down” from our hectic 21st century lifestyle and travel like drovers, but together in a group, absorbing all the atmosphere of the cultural & natural heritage that these great people had whilst travelling on and through the places, accompanied and assisted by the same ponies the drovers would have used. We had hoped to have cattle too but the logistics and red tape have made it almost impossible this time. However, for the initial part of the journey we will have some of our Highland Cattle too.

The route will take us from Kingussie in Badenoch to Blair Atholl by a combination of the Minigaig Pass and Comyn’s Road, then from there to Kindrogan by Enocdhu near Kirkmichael by way of the Shinagag, an old coffin road.

We are trying to encourage people to come and talk to us en route, especially those who work on the land we are passing through. Before we set off we are going to have an “Induction” day at Ruthven for “the drovers” to meet and learn how to handle all the livestock. That evening of Saturday 3rd of July we would like as many people with droving connections to come and join us at our campsite below the site of the old stronghold of the Comyn’s, the old Chief’s of Badenoch and Blair Atholl. Overnight camps are planned for near: Ruthven Barracks, Gaick Lodge, Bruar Lodge, Glen Banvie, Loch Moraig, Shinagag and Glen Brerachan.

The Highland Ponies we are using have a very strong droving connection because they can be traced right back to two mares that were bought for the Deer Forest of Gaick from one of the oldest known Highland Pony Studs of the early 1800’s which belonged to John Cameron of Corriechollie in Lochaber, the most famous drover of them all. These ponies have remained in our family for over 150 years and it is an honour for me to be able to use them supporting such a historical journey and covering ground like old “Corrie” himself. John Cameron of Corriechoille, from Kilmonivaig in Lochaber, acquired considerable fortunes. Cameron lived from 1780 to 1856 and ended up owning several farms with 20,000 sheep and several thousand cattle. Joseph Mitchell, the engineer, described him as "a badly dressed little man, about 5ft 6ins in height, of thin make, with a sharp, hooked nose and lynx eyes. A man of great energy, he frequently rode night and day on a wiry pony, from Falkirk to Muir of Ord, 120 miles, carrying for himself some bread and cheese in his pocket and giving his pony now and again a bottle of porter."

My great grandfather Edward Ormiston was head stalker in Gaick and used to walk to Blair Atholl to do his courting and to swop Highland Ponies with Atholl estates for breeding stock which means that we will be re-tracing routes used by family generations before me. A direct connection with the past highlighting the importance of these wild hill tracks.

We will be using a mixture of deer saddles and army pack saddles for carrying all the gear and our ponies are quite happy to carry 80 kg each, in addition to the weight of the saddles. In recent years we have assisted the British Army (1st Irish Regiment) with Pack Horse training before going to Afghanistan and often lend ponies to people doing long expeditions on horse back. In my father and my grandfather’s day, the Ormiston Highland’s used to go, sometimes 30 at a time, on the train at Newtonmore to support Territorial Army and Lovat Scout camps in places like Otterburn and Devon. In the 1950’s they were used for carrying 4.2 Mortars and many of the men in Newtonmore still remember going on these training camps.

We are all really looking forward to the trip and we will make sure we get plenty of photographs and will record our experiences, so I can write a follow-up article.’

