
VANISHING- SNOWS. 

B Y R E V . " W I L L I A M C R U I C K S H A N K , B . D . 

THE following observations regarding the melting of the 
winter accumulation of snow on Cairngorm and adjoining 
mountains were taken f rom one viewpoint, over the period 
21st May to 2nd June. 

Tlie spring and early summer of 1902 will long be 
remembered in Strathspey for the severity of the weather. 
According to universal testimony, no such accumulation of 
snow has been seen on Cairngorm at so late a date for many 
years. I n a part icular instance, recollection travels back 
as f a r as 1860 for a parallel, or, strictly speaking, more than 
a parallel. 

The covering of snow, which had in very considerable 
measure disappeared dur ing February, was resumed in 
March. Towards the close of the latter month the low ground 
began to clear, but snow still rested continuously on the 
hills. Throughout Apr i l this remained the case, and the 
showers of hail and occasionally of snow, which made 
bi t ter the existence of dwellers in the strath during that 
month, had an equivalent on the higher ground in per-
sistent snow. Up to 21st May it could not be said tha t the 
snowfall had in any measure been perceptibly impressed by 
the sun's s t rengthening beams, and on the mountains over 
all there lay a mantle of white which contrasted vividly 
with the russet t in t of the birch copses and of the heather-
clad knolls on the lower ground. On the date just men-
tioned, however, the wind, which had for some three weeks 
blown f rom the north, shif ted round to N.-W. and W., 
which directions were maintained for the next eight days. 
Then the melt ing process on a large scale began. 

On the date these observations were commenced the 
s tate of matters on the Cairngorms was t h i s : — A t an 
elevation of 2000 feet or thereby, i.e., some distance below 
the summit of Carn Elr ick (a notable landmark from the 
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point of survey), t he lower l imi t of snow m i g h t be d r a w n 
in a l ine of demarcat ion as clear as on A lp ine s u m m i t s i n 
summer. Above t h a t level the Ca i rngorm r a n g e was one 
expanse of white, save here and there on prec ip i tous faces. 
The purp le of t he under half contras ted mos t m a r k e d l y 
wi th the whi te of the upper . The hi l ls on th is p a r t i c u l a r 
day seemed unduly near, an evidence, i t is said, of speedy 
ra infal l . 

Dur ing the n igh t ra in did fall , w i th an accompan imen t 
of h igh wind, th rough t he influence of which the re was 
qui te a perceptible disappearance of snow on t h e m o r n i n g 
of the 22nd. Natural ly , t he slopes exposed to t h e wind were 
the first par ts to be cleared. On t h e 23rd t h e d i sappearance 
was most marvellous, r e su l t ing f r o m a h i g h N . - W . w i n d 
t ha t prevailed all n igh t . F o r the first t i m e d a r k po in t s 
appeared on the main r idge (E. to ~W.), whi le t h e l a t e ra l 
ridges were for t he most p a r t bare . F ie lds of snow were 
now confined to the corries, w i th accen tua t ion on t he s ide 
remote f r o m the wind. T h e only o ther cont inuous l ines of 
white were along the water courses, whe re in t he fu r rowed 
t rack snow had gathered or been dr iven. T h e d iminu -
tion of the ex ten t of whi te cont inued t h r o u g h o u t the day. 
The lower l imi t of snow seemed slowly to r i s e ; only here 
and there a pa tch remained below the genera l level. T h e 
wider expanses on t he moun ta in side now presented a r ibbed 
aspect, which soon developed into a mot t led surface. T h e 
whi te l ine of the water courses remained, however, as before . 
A notable atmospheric accompaniment was a pa l l of cloud 
sweeping the ridge along the line of wind, and b r idg ing 
the Lar ig at intervals by an unsubs t an t i a l crossing. 

On the 24th the disappearance on t he several pa r t s was 
proportionately cont inued; the m a i n r idge was in g rea te r 
pa r t black ; the sides of the L a r i g all b u t clear. A not ice-
able fea ture in the disposition of t he snow-patches now 
came under notice. They were p lanted immedia te ly u n d e r 
the upper lateral ridges, remote f r o m the direct ion of t he 
prevai l ing wind. This seemed to indicate two t h ings : — 
(1) T h a t the wind which was a t the t ime b lowing h a d 
been the ma in factor in c lear ing the area under snow, t h e 
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sunbeams having little to do with, the vanishing process; 
and (2) that the -wind -which caused the drifts was from 
the same direction as that now acting. As further showing 
that the wind had more to do with the matter than the sun, 
i t may be remarked that the Spey showed no increase at 
all proportioned to the decrease in the snows. The transi-
tion from snow to vapour had been rapidly conducted, and 
so saved the discomfort of flooded plains. Among the 
snow-patches thus gathered under the ridges, the most 
marked succession was that on the west side of the Larig, 
which was at the end of the month still clearly existent. 

On this same 24th the eye could not fail to remark the 
fine combination of colour that prevailed in nature. The 
faint green of the late-opening birches; the rich green of 
the corn blades matching the living green of the larches ; the 
sombre mantles of the firs, whose combination was at points 
relieved by an occasional larch; the brown of the moors and 
the nearer hills, and the hazy purple of the under portion 
of the more remote, o'ertopped by the diversified white and 
black of the upper ridges, made a happy and harmonious 
whole. The other shades will remain throughout summer, 
slightly mellowed no doubt, but the white will be in great 
measure lost, and with it much of the effect will depart. 

As though nature were conscious of being behind in her 
annual working and were in haste to atone for the lost 
interval as for the unduly prolonged manifestations of 
winter, there blew for the next four days (25th, 26th, 27th, 
28th) a steady N.-W. wind, which latterly veered to W. 
At times its strength was such as to form a gale. Under 
this prolonged force the snows on Cairngorm became every 
day reduced, although the main aspect of the hills seemed 
to be unchanged. On the 26th the eye could plainly trace 
a zig-zag path devoid of snow from the base to the 
summit of Cairngorm. On the 28th the òpener expanses 
were practically without snow. This held good throughout 
the day, but in the evening there was again quite a per-
ceptible veil of white over the whole hill area, from 2500 
feet upwards, and comprising the sides of the Larig. 

The 29th was stormy, with local showers all day, and in 
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the afternoon an exceptionally heavy hailstorm. The hills 
were enveloped nearly the whole day, so tha t there was no 
possibility of accurately noting the effect upon them. B u t 
the morning of the 30th was clear, and revealed no addi-
tional fall. 

The wind now changed from the direction i t had held 
for over a week, and was converted into one f rom E. and N. 
by turns. The latter par t of the 30th was extremely cold, 
and the rainfall heavy. The 31st was even worse in both 
these respects. Up to evening the Cairngorms were qui te 
invisible, but late in the day the cloud screen was to some 
extent raised, and the effect of the cold nor th wind became 
evident. This record was commenced in t h e confident 
persuasion tha t phenomena were being remarked for the 
last t ime this season, bu t on this final day of May the 
initial phenomenon was, contrary to all expectation, again 
manifested. That is to say, the mant le of white again 
rested on the hills over all f rom an elevation of 2500 feet 
upwards. I n this affected area was included the Lar ig 
down to its entrance. On the 1st of J u n e the wind still con-
tinued f rom the north, bu t carried no snow wi th it. I n 
so far as the hills were visible, i t was seen t ha t the h igh 
ridges exposed to the wind were again clear, b u t tha t on the 
lee side drif ts had gathered to a small extent . The 
morning of the 2nd showed these as all b u t dissipated, 
save at higher altitudes on Cairngorm itself. W i t h the 
continuance throughout twenty-four hours of the mild 
weather presently experienced these will no doubt in t u r n 
disappear. There will then remain only the main accumu-
lations, which f rom the point of survey are arranged 
thus : —On Cairngorm and adjoining heights west to 
the Larig, s ix; on Braeriach, four. These masses are 
collected in the corries, in parts inaccessible to the in-
fluence of wind or of sun, and are of so solid a na tu re 
tha t they are likely to persist in considerable measure 
throughout the summer. 
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