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My experience whilst taking part in a Mountain Leader Expedition Skills module assessment.

Concrete Experience

For this section I am going to concentrate on one qualification Expedition Skills Module through, Mountain Training. As this is something I took part in, it will allow me to explain the conditions and what happened and to detail the outcomes of the two days and how it has changed my thought processes since.

Date:		14/15th March 2020
Activity:	Expedition (Two day walk and one night wild camp)
Location:	Black Mountain area of Bannau Brycheniog (Western Side)
Weather:	Moderate temperatures, rain during both days and at times heavy.

The objective of the two days was to partake in the Expedition Skills module as laid down in the Mountain Training course syllabus (Mountain Training, 2023) and recorded in my Digital Logbook (Tahdah, 2020) This element was to be a practical consolidation of prior learning which had taken place online and this was under the guidance of an assessor who was in attendance. The online element consisted of discussing the events that would lead up to planning an expedition. Discussing where we were going, maps, equipment, food and how this would sustain us during our journey, emergency plans, risk assessment, transportation.

Saturday started with a drive over to Herberts Quarry at Ordnance Survey (OS) Grid Reference SN 731 191 to commence, collection at the end of day two from Dan yr Ogof caves at OS Grid Reference SN 841 162.  The route was designed to take in the summits of Foel Fraith and Garreg Las utilising the Beacons Way and to make a camp at the Afon Twrch, OS Grid Reference SN 803 197. The reason for this route was to take in some of the recreational trail across this open area and to wild camp in an area known for its solitude and beauty, with the premise that this may be a route you would take others on.

The weather on the day was extremely wet, heavy horizontal driving rain encompassed with elements of thick fog which made the going hard and navigation testing. We were carrying all the equipment necessary to camp.  The going was slow at times due to the amount of water that was laying on the ground, this being heavily sodden and difficult to move over through tussocky grass clumps.  This route did not appear to have been walked much and was not clearly visible on the ground making the going harder.  Navigation had to be carefully managed to ensure staying on track and involved all three of us including the assessor.

At times we came across many streams that would normally be crossable however due to the amount of rain that had come over previous days these were impassable and as such suitable crossing points needed to be located, this added to the length of the day out and about which exceeded the planned timings.  The proposed campsite was reached in the dark and initial thoughts were that it was close to the river however the assessor assured us it would be suitable for the night. The tents were erected in good time which was important due to the rain and my food was cooked and eaten. I was glad on this occasion that I had taken boil in the bag meals with my jetboil as this made it easier to use within the confines of the tent door area. Sleep time came early and I drifted off to the sound of rain hitting the outer of the tent.

It was at approximately 0500 hours that the assessor awoke us both and stated that we needed to move urgently as the river had started to flood the bank and soon the camping area would be under water. Something that we should have anticipated due to the level against its bank the night before and the width of the river and speed it was moving. Camp was packed up quickly and we moved out but rather than going to the arranged end meeting point, we retreated along the Beacons Way to end up at Llanddeusant. This led to a change of plan where we needed to amend our collection point, something we couldn’t do at first due to limited mobile phone coverage.  It was a few hours into the walk that we managed to call my wife and rearrange the collection point which meant that she was now being subjected to horrendous weather conditions to drive in.

Reflective Observation

Kolb (2015) explains that knowledge is gained through experiences occurring, this is interpreted as to what happened. After a review they may look to amend what they did during the experience and then put this into practice during a subsequent one. Using this theory I will explain how the event changed my way of thinking.

I have backpacked for many years across the UK and at times in awful conditions however I alone had made my choices but, on this occasion, I was being assessed for an award qualification.  The assessor being well known to me over approximately 15 years and I felt that I needed to go with the plan that was being made by them for the candidates. 

The weather conditions were already known to us prior to starting out as forecasts had been obtained.  Met office historic weather showed (Met Office, 2020) that on the day we were due a rainfall amounting to >0.5 mm per hour, the windspeed would be around 14 mph initially from the SE and moving round to the SW which generally brings wet weather off the Atlantic Ocean and gusts could be up to 36 mph.  Unknown at the time was the fact that on that day a total rainfall of approximately 22.4 mm happened.

Afterwards I felt that the conditions we were subjected to were beyond the elements of experiential learning that was due to take place and that we were rather surviving the elements thrown at us. My thoughts were that we should have modified the route and campsites based on the weather conditions and possibly delayed the event.

Abstract Conceptualisation

Using Kolbs model and having reflected on my own experiences of this venture. I had further compared this with the Expedition Skills module and concluded that having looked at Candidate Handbook (Mountain Training) Page 13 under Expedition Planning and Leadership that elements - 1) Plan ahead and prepare, and 2) Travel and Camp on durable ground may not have been fully practised and that I needed to consider these elements on all future camping trips. Especially when supervising others in adverse weather conditions in ‘wild’ locations.

I felt that we had put ourselves in a position that was not necessary to gain the knowledge and understanding required for this module, although we had coped with the conditions the learning would have been greater in favourable weather conditions, the location to take part being remote was suitable as both participants were Hill and Moorland Leader qualified and this would enhance their knowledge of ‘wild camping’ as defined in the Cambridge Dictionary “the activity of camping (staying in a tent) on land that does not have any services and is not part of an official camping site”. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023)

Active Experimentation

Following this experience, I have organised multiple youth expeditions for the Army Cadet Force where these follow the principles set out by the Duke of Edinburgh Award Expedition section handbook.  I have guided group planning and preparation to take full account of the weather conditions that may happen from obtained forecasts and to try and predict what may happen based on these reports and have helped them modify their plans to taking these into account.  I have advised them on route selection to make sure that the terrain they will move across will be accessible based on the information gained from mapping and satellite images and what and where changes could be made if required whilst out with the context of changing the dates if required.

Conclusion.

I felt that the two-day event gave me some valuable learning, not really in relation to the camping element that was completed but the need to use my previous experience to challenge someone from an early outset as to plans being made.  More over having the confidence to challenge during the event taking place.  Following this there have been occasions when timings have had to be amended to reflect the weather conditions that have been forecast even if for only one day.

This has allowed me to be a better organiser for the future and to develop my skills based on the experience as detailed within and to safeguard as best I can those taking part in future expeditions so that they can have a good learning experience to reflect upon.
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