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INTRODUCTION


FROM THE GATES TO THE GAMES


The Men’s Sport Climbing Boulder and Lead Olympic Final, 9 August 2024, Le Bourget, Paris


I was sceptical about the Olympics. I could not see how the induction of climbing into the Games could be beneficial. Indeed, the Games might even pose a threat. The Olympic Movement might profess noble ideals, but the reality is more often corruption, cheating, deceit, and bullying. I was unsure how climbing could be elevated by it. But I watched the Paris Olympics anyway, on television, in my front room, below a smoky Norman Ackroyd etching of the Cuillins, which hung on the wall above the set. I was not sure what to expect.


Whatever I might once have thought, it was difficult not to be enthralled by the Final. The bold architecture of the lead, bouldering and speed walls created a stunning amphitheatre at Le Bourget. Once the competitions started, the compère orchestrated the crowd, calling out the climbers’ names and demanding the spectators to ‘make some noise’, as he laid down booming dance tracks. The audience clapped and shouted in time with the music, as the climbers soared up the dramatic walls. The crowd screamed as the climbers ascended the routes with wild, dynamic moves, and groaned when they fell. It was a climbing carnival: dramatic, vivid, colourful.


The qualifying round, two days before, had been fascinating, but now the competition was reaching its climax. Could Toby Roberts win it? He had the silver medal, but there was surely no way he could get the gold. Roberts had performed excellently during the bouldering round. The competition had involved four boulder problems. Crucially, Roberts was the only competitor to complete the third problem: a savagely overhanging route on large black holds. Although he did not complete two of the other problems, it put him in third place after the round. Now in the lead competition, Roberts was the penultimate competitor. Just before him, Jakob Schubert had reached the forty-ninth of fifty holds to put himself in gold medal position. Roberts had accumulated more points than Schubert in the bouldering competition, so it seemed likely that Roberts might overhaul Schubert, but who knew? Roberts approached the wall and began to climb, powerfully and smoothly through the lower sections, across a crux traverse at mid-height, before assaulting the final head wall on bulbous blue holds (see Plate 1). He reached hold forty-five with 76 points, putting him in gold medal position with only one climber to come. He looked smooth. He climbed on through holds forty-six, forty-seven and forty-eight, but then, slapping for the penultimate hold on the route and Schubert’s high point, he fell. He had 96.1 points; 155.2 in total.


Roberts had excelled. Yet, Sorato Anraku, his Japanese rival, who was already eight points ahead from the boulder round, needed only to reach hold forty-seven on the blue section on the head wall, one below Roberts, and he would take the gold. That seemed inevitable. Though only 17, Anraku had become one of the leading competition climbers in the world. He cruised the lower sections. Victory seemed certain. The only question was: would he be the only competitor to complete the route to consummate his victory with a perfect performance? Anraku started strong. And yet, after struggling on the traverse, as Anraku approached the final blue section of the route, and that decisive forty-seventh hold, he stalled. He began to wobble a little, reached the forty-fourth hold, slapped for forty-five, slipped, and fell. He had not reached the high point. The crowd erupted and the camera panned to Roberts, sat in the competitor zone on the stage. He looked surprised, bewildered, then incredulous and elated, as he realised what Anraku’s fall meant.


Toby Roberts, a 19-year-old from Surrey, was Olympic champion. In 2016, the International Olympic Committee decided to accept sport climbing into the Olympics for the first time. Roberts was only 11 years old, but he decided from that date to try to be an Olympic champion. Roberts had started climbing when he was 8. Under the close mentorship of his father, Tristian, he quickly became a prodigy. At 10, he climbed his first 8a route, Raindogs at Malham, a renowned test piece. This was an almost incredible achievement for a child; 8a remains a hard grade that less than 10 per cent of climbers ever attain. In 2020, aged 15, he completed his first 9a, Rainshadow. As one of the hardest routes in the UK, this was a remarkable achievement. Perhaps 2 per cent of climbers have ever climbed at this level. Subsequent to these brilliant performances, he began to trial for the GB Climbing Team. Following a formal qualification process, Roberts was, to no one’s surprise, selected for the GB Climbing Team in 2020. More striking was the speed of his successes. He won bronze at the World Cup in Edinburgh in 2022, then gold at Olympic qualifier in Laval in 2023, and in the World Cup at Wujiang in 2024. His trajectory had been astonishing.


The Olympics was a triumph for him and the British climbing team. With Roberts winning gold, Hamish MacArthur coming fifth behind him, and Erin McNiece placing fifth in the women’s competition, British climbing could claim finally to be the strongest in the world. But Paris 2024 signified more than a national victory. There, rock climbing had definitively become a global mega-event. Somehow an unlikely transformation had taken place – before my eyes.





 


30 September 1951, Cemetery Gates, Dinas Cromlech, Llanberis Pass


In September 1951, seventy-three years before Roberts’ triumph in Paris, Joe Brown and Don Whillans had made the first ascent of a famous climb in Llanberis Pass called Cemetery Gates. This route climbed a vertiginous crack up the main face of Llanberis Pass’s dominant crag, Dinas Cromlech. It is a bold, intimidating line with stupendous exposure. Brown was 21, Whillans only 18 – the same age as Roberts in Paris. Cemetery Gates was a seminal achievement, announcing the beginning of one of the most famous and important partnerships in British climbing. For the next decade, Brown and Whillans set the standard for climbing in this country. The Gates remains a celebrated and coveted route even today.


Thirty-four years after their first ascent, Brown and Whillans returned to this route for a BBC television programme, Don Whillans’ Last Climb; Brown was then 55 and Whillans 52. The programme impressed me at the time and my memories of it have remained strong, which I recalled as I watched Roberts performing in Paris. In 1985, Brown and Whillans had not climbed together for decades, and their friendship had waned. While Brown, although older, was still lean and agile, Whillans had put on weight – and grown bitter. He had stopped climbing or even exercising at all; drink and cigarettes had wrecked his once lithe physique. He struggled even to walk to the bottom of the route; it was sad to see. Brown led the route with ease.


On TV in 1985, Whillans barely repeated the moves which he had pioneered three decades before; Brown had to hold him on the rope repeatedly. He was nevertheless able to display the composure and humorous self-deprecation which had made him one of the best climbers in the world in the 1950s and ’60s. The odd glint of brilliance and humour remained: ‘It would have helped if I’d bothered to get into shape and not eaten three meals and six pints of lager a day.’1 In the closing credits, Whillans is playing pool and the final frame pans into his face, as he inhales ruefully on a cigarette. It is difficult to know what he was thinking. Six weeks later he was dead, killed by a heart attack in his sleep.


They may have been similar ages, but the contrast between Roberts at the Olympic Final in Paris and Brown and Whillans on the Gates in ’51 was acute. Brown and Whillans and Roberts were all climbers. Yet, the gulf between them was vast. The stone architecture of the Cromlech had been replaced by the multicoloured, fibreglass walls of Le Bourget stadium. Their techniques were radically different too. Brown and Whillans could never have repeated Roberts’ dynamic, gymnastic movements. They couldn’t have even imagined them. They were amateurs in a tiny, arcane subculture, with rudimentary equipment, in pursuit of adventure; they were explorers. Although just a teenager, Roberts was already an elite, professional athlete, with a coach, and team of specialist physios and nutritionists. After the Olympics, he would be sponsored by the global brands The North Face and Red Bull. He was equipped with the finest technical shoes, searching for the highest levels of physical performance. Brown and Whillans wore hob-nailed boots or pumps. Roberts’ successes were disseminated out instantly and globally on social media. The achievement of Brown and Whillans on the Cromlech spread by word of mouth. Roberts was about to be a global superstar; in 1951, Brown and Whillans were heroes in a very small world. In seventy-three years, between 1951 and 2024, a revolution had occurred. Roberts participated in a new sport, quite alien to the rough world which Whillans and Brown once inhabited.


A Bohemian game of deep play had become a regulated, competitive sport. How did Toby Roberts succeed Brown and Whillans? How did a raw mountain activity, once practised in black and white, explode into digital multicolour in Paris? It was not an obvious path.


Of course, Roberts was not the first successful British competition climber. His success might be related to early competition victories by British climbers. In the late 1980s, Jerry Moffatt had competed for several years, before winning a World Cup competition in Leeds in 1989. Moffatt had taken most of the attention space then, but, in fact, Simon Nadin won the World Championship that year. In 1998, Ian Vickers had won the European Championship – with ease. Shauna Coxsey might, of course, be seen as most directly responsible for Roberts’ victory in Paris. She was the first and best full-time, professional competition climber the UK had ever produced (see Plate 20). She had demonstrated how a British climber might compete at the elite level. For a decade, she had won a series of international bouldering competitions. She had competed in the Tokyo Olympics, but the format, and her injuries after a long career, ensured she finished tenth. Roberts’ success cannot be explained by exclusive reference to this lineage of competition climbers, though. He was the progeny of a much longer and richer tradition which, of course, goes back to Brown and Whillans in the 1950s, and beyond to the pioneers of the nineteenth century. To explain the ascent of this sport, we must go back there.


It’s necessary to go back to the beginning, of course. Why do humans want to climb at all? Why did rock climbing begin in Britain in the first place? This is a historical story, that occurred way long before my birth, about 150 years ago. We, then, have to examine Brown and Whillans in order to understand the post-war era. This part of the story is history for me too; I was born in 1967. The 1970s were important, but the 1980s were the crucial watershed in English climbing. This was a truly revolutionary decade from which contemporary climbing emerged. At this point, the story becomes personal, because, although I was then unaware of the transition I was witnessing, I started climbing when irrevocable changes were beginning to occur. In the 1980s, training improved, there were major innovations in equipment, bolted sport climbing was introduced, indoor walls began to appear and, of course, rock climbing was commercialised and professionalised for the first time. Later, in the 1990s and early 2000s, these changes were intensified. To appreciate how Roberts was able to triumph at Le Bourget, we must understand each of these changes in turn. We need to identify and understand the key protagonists in this story – Brown and Whillans, Livesey and Fawcett, Moffatt, Moon and Dawes – and a whole cast of perhaps lesser known but no less colourful figures who together made climbing what it is today. And have also been part of my own life story – of our story.









1


WE CHOSE TO CLIMB


We never went to the official car park at Harrison’s Rocks, of course. We parked at the back by the Oast House and Second World War pill box. Al Alvarez, the father of my school friend, Luke, hated walking and it was much quieter to approach the Rocks this way, across the rail tracks and over the stream. We then climbed a stile and came up to the Rocks through the woods. Al was a creature of habit when it came to Harrison’s and he always started climbing in the same place: the Isolated Block. This impressive free-standing cube, to and from which you had to make a sphincter-twitching step, offered a series of routes around its three open sides. They were mainly hard but there was one easier route – Isolated Buttress Climb – which hugged the south-west arête and slithered up a sandy crack beside the great roof. I did Isolated Buttress Climb, though I cannot remember it. Then, Al put the rope down Birchden Wall, 5b, the harder climb just to the right of the little route I had just done.


With little effort, Luke climbed the route. It was then my turn. Al gave me full and graphic instructions. The first move of the climb involved standing on a little sandstone lip at the bottom of the wall. From there, you reached up with your left hand to the break and a positive but rounded three-fingered-grooved side-pull. With your right hand you held on to something rather more typical of Harrison’s: a vague, gritty hold on the same break. From these holds, the idea was to step knee-high with your right foot into a shallow groove which ran vertically down from the break to the sandstone lip. You then high-stepped up onto the break, your left foot by your left hand, reached tentatively up in balance for good holds to stand on the break.


I positioned my hands as directed and pulled. I could not do it. My feet scrabbled against the sandstone and I swung limply out over the sandy track. I could not hold on, never mind actually make the move to the break. This little farce continued for a few painful minutes, producing nothing but a terminal lactic pump in my forearms. I simply could not do it. It was humbling.


But I came back for more. Practically every Sunday that whole year, I left Essex early to meet Luke and Al at Holborn tube station, for the long drive to the Rocks; and I did get better. I eventually got up Birchden Wall and then other harder routes: Niblick, Piece-meal, Wailing Wall. Sometimes, my style at Harrison’s was questionable. Al had perfected the technique of the tight top rope to perfection, which he affectionately termed the ‘G-sharp’ (see Plates 4 and 5). The belayer pulled on the rope until it went taut, taking the climber’s body weight and, indeed, sometimes even pulling them up over parts of the route. Whether this was musically accurate, I am not sure, presumably depending on the type and age of the rope, and above all the weight of the belayer. But I used the method frequently.
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Humans love to climb. From the earliest age, and despite regular parental discouragement, it is almost impossible to stop children from scrambling over any obstacle they find; later, they climb trees. The sense of moving upwards, grasping the next hold, is irresistible. Children just want to climb – until peer pressure and fear interferes. In an interview after he had won the Olympic Gold, Toby Roberts confirmed this urge to climb: ‘I’ve always just liked to climb stuff. When I was younger, I was obviously climbing trees and climbing out of my little cot when I was a little baby. I always had a natural urge to climb.’1 Don Whillans also claimed that he had liked to climb trees as a boy, and, presumably ironically, that he only gave up and started climbing rocks instead because people would regard him as weird to still be scrambling up trees as an adult. The desire to climb seems to be intrinsic to us.


The imperative to climb is strong, then, but ironically human physiology is not well adapted for climbing. Even though they are about the same weight as humans, chimpanzees are far better climbers than us; female chimps climb pregnant or carrying their babies, while males catch and kill monkey prey in the trees. Monkeys are even more adept. They are smaller and use their tails not only to balance, but also to grip branches as a fifth limb. They are remarkable. In a famous trip to Hampi in India in the 1980s, the leading English climbers of the day, Jerry Moffatt and Johnny Dawes, were dumbfounded by the ability of the capuchins there to scale blank rock walls in pursuit of dangling bananas – this utterly defied them as the supposedly expert human climbers. Biologically, humans are poor climbers in comparison with their simian relatives. We are simply not genetically engineered for it.


Humans may not be natural climbers but they do have obvious other advantages. We have culture. Uniquely, humans are able to learn and to teach each other new skills. The unique attribute of early humans was their ability to cooperate as packs, not of dozens, but of hundreds; clans and tribes – not mere families – were the basic social currency. Even the most capable and intelligent animal packs are small; primates, wolves, lions congregate in kin-based groups of about thirty individuals. Humans were distinctively able to operate in social groups the size of herds or colonies, while retaining the cohesiveness of a primate troop. Here was their power. They could be individually feeble, because of their collective strength.


Human sociability is relevant to the origins of climbing because, while humans may be poor climbers genetically, in specialist communities they have taught each other to be brilliant at it. The honey-hunting cultures of Peru and Nepal are obvious examples. The Gurung of Nepal, for instance, show a remarkable ability.2 They migrated from Tibet in the sixth century and may have been collecting honey since then. Certainly, it is a very old tradition which has developed into a highly developed practice. Before beginning their climbs, the honey collectors make a small sacrifice to appease the gods and ward off bad luck; these ceremonies are presumably essential psychological preparation for the climbers. Then they light fires at the bottom of the caves in order to smoke the bees out from their hives far above. Having cleared many of the bees and dulled others, selected climbers, supported by their colleagues, ascend improvised rope ladders until they can reach the nests with bamboo poles to collect the honey and the honeycombs some 80ft above the ground.


About 1,000 years ago, the Anasazi of New Mexico also developed an impressive climbing culture. Seeking protection from elements – above all the sun – and from their enemies, they began to build extraordinary villages in the massive sandstone caves in the Mesas of the American south-west. The dwellings inside the caves were connected by ladders or by foot- and hand-holds cut into the soft but steep sandstone cliffs. The Anasazi happily scrambled from level to level.


From the late nineteenth century, Iroquois and, especially, Mohawk Native Americans were employed in the construction industry in the US. They proved extraordinarily adept at working steel – not simply at ground level, but at altitude. Consequently, most of the skyscrapers of Manhattan, such as the Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building, relied on Mohawk builders acting as steeplejacks. Mohawk workers were happy operating hundreds of feet above the streets, guiding girders into position and riveting them together. There are wonderful photographs of these workers in the 1930s sa casually, eating their sandwiches on steel girders in space, like the office workers on park benches in Manhattan far below them. Rather than any genetic propensity, the Mohawks seem to have developed an aptitude for height simply because they needed the work. Gradually, as the scale of the opportunity became clear to them, they learned to develop and expect this aptitude from their fellow tribesmen. It became a ‘natural’, innate Mohawk skill. Humans may, indeed, be very bad climbers, but in the face of economic, ecological, cultural and political imperatives, they can develop highly refined climbing cultures.


Like the Gurung in Nepal or the Mohawks in New York, the origins of rock climbing in this country are best explained by reference to culture. Rock climbing in Britain is a modern phenomenon which can be traced back to the Victorian era; it is just over 150 years old. The very first lines were ascended in the 1850s. In this way, it is just another of the numerous sports which emerged from Victorian public schools in this era, like football, rugby, tennis and hockey. Even as important developments were taking place on the playing fields of England, pioneers began to explore Snowdonia and the Lake District, scrambling up gullies on some of the main crags. Rock climbing, as a discrete activity, emerged three decades later; Wasdale Head in the Lake District could claim to be its birthplace. Wasdale was not only a beautiful and isolated location with a famous hotel at the head of Wast Water, but it was also within easy reach of the great cliffs of Pillar Rock, Great Gable and Scafell. In 1882, T.W. Wall and A.H. Stocker scrambled up a route to the west of Central Gully on Scafell.


However, Napes Needle on the west flank of Great Gable was easily the most famous and important climb of this era. Edmund Haskett-Smith eventually climbed the route in 1886. While most of the new routes up to that point had slithered up the dank gullies, the Needle was a beautiful rock spire overlooking Wasdale. Its location and architecture portended the future. Haskett-Smith attempted the Needle on a hot day in June. The difficulties were short but very sharp; the climb is only 55ft long. Haskett-Smith ascended the initial crack, which had repelled many previous climbers, to the shoulder. He shuffled sideways in his nailed boots along the crack to where the angle lessened and where a large handhold appeared. He committed himself to the mantle-shelf move, scratching the nails of his boots against the lichenous rock for friction. Seconds later, Haskett-Smith was standing on the summit of the Needle, looking down over Wasdale and away towards Hollow Stones. Once he had descended successfully to the ground, he was satisfied to see his handkerchief, which he had left on the summit, ‘fluttering in the breeze’. Although few ever saw it, Haskett-Smith’s handkerchief flagged the dawn of a new era of English rock climbing.3 His aim was not simply to explore new terrain, nor reach a mountain summit by an alternate route, but only to overcome the intrinsic difficulties of a striking rock feature. The route was an end in itself.


Haskett-Smith’s Wasdale Crack on Napes Needle might well claim to be the first modern rock-climb. He only ever came to be standing on that summit because of the distinctive Victorian culture of which he was part. The pioneers of the Victorian era were drawn from a very limited and privileged group. The first climbers were neither aristocratic landowners nor local sheep farmers, as might be expected. In almost every case, the first rock climbers were members of the expanding Victorian urban professional classes; they were doctors, lawyers, engineers and academics. They came from London, Oxford, Cambridge, or the great northern cities of Manchester, Leeds or Liverpool. Normally, they climbed on short (all-male) holidays at Wasdale Head or in Snowdonia, away from their families. Exploration was an antidote to the ‘nervous and intellectual pressures of hard work in offices, surgeries and class-rooms’.4 For instance, Herman Bowring, an important early pioneer who had mentored Haskett-Smith, was a barrister and Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge. Haskett-Smith himself studied law at Oxford, where he received a Third, a gentleman’s degree, before going to the bar. Of course, unlike the working class, professionals had the money and the time to escape from work.


The culture of Victorian climbing is not reducible to economics or to class, though. It entirely ignores – even debases – the spirit of this pioneering generation. Their jobs may have facilitated their explorations in the Lakes and Snowdonia but their employment did not explain their adventures; after all, most Victorian gentlemen did not climb. Indeed, climbing was generally viewed as an improper, pointless and dangerous activity. When four of Edward Whymper’s colleagues were killed on the first ascent of the Matterhorn in 1865, a leader in The Times decried their actions as folly: ‘Why is the best blood of England to waste itself in scaling hitherto inaccessible peaks, in staining the eternal snow, and reaching the unfathomable abyss never to return?’5 Whymper himself felt it necessary to justify his actions. At the end of his account of that disastrous climb, published in 1880, Whymper contemplated the point of climbing. He recorded the benefits of climbing: ‘We glory in the physical regeneration which is the product of our exertions; we exult over the grandeur of the scenes which are brought before our eyes, the splendours of sunrise and sunset, and the beauties of hill, dale, lake, wood and waterfall.’6 Yet, like The Times leader, he recognised that most of his contemporaries disparaged these motivations: ‘Some hold these virtues in less estimation, and assign base and contemptible motives to those who indulge in our innocent sport: “Be though chaste as ice, as pure as snow, though shalt not escape calumny”. Others, again, who are not detractors, find mountaineering, as a sport, wholly unintelligible.’7


While The Times dismissed climbing, the paper, in fact, recognised that early Victorian rock climbers quested for transcendent experiences. The Times’s phrase, ‘the unfathomless abyss’, seemed to refer deliberately to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s great poem ‘Kublai Khan’ with its caverns ‘measureless to man’. Rock climbing was not just a new leisure opportunity. It was, from the outset, the physical realisation of Romanticism in practice – even to its opponents. If this were the case, then in fact, while Wasdale Crack might be taken as the first true rock-climb in Britain, rock climbing as a culture actually began several decades earlier and its originator was not a mountaineer at all, but Samuel Taylor Coleridge himself.


Like Shelley, Byron, Wordsworth and Keats, Coleridge actively committed himself to the pursuit of sublime states. Opium played an obvious role here, but so did the mountains. Shelley and Byron both visited Chamonix and wrote verse dedicated to Mount Blanc. Wordsworth’s Prelude draws heavily on mountain imagery, especially in a passage in a later book when he describes a moonlit ascent of Snowdon. Coleridge, apparently influenced by Wordsworth, took to the Lake District. On 4 August 1802, as part of a nine-day walk about the Lakes, he reached the summit of Scafell. He could have descended by the normal route but he had developed a habit of actively seeking to terrify himself. Like a true Romantic, he believed that transcendence resided only in extremes. On that day, he succeeded. From Scafell’s summit, he decided to climb down directly to the Mickledore Gap, a col between Scafell and Scafell Pike. He descended a bad step which is now known as Broad Stand. It is an easy climb but it is avoided by walkers to this day, as it remains dangerous. As Coleridge dropped down from ledge to ledge, his horror rose until he was seized by paroxysms of panic. It was a feeling familiar to many climbers. He was completely gripped: ‘the stretching of the muscles of my hands and arms, the jolt of the Fall on my Feet, put my whole Limbs in a tremble … every drop increased the palsy of my limbs – I shook all over, Heaven knows without the least influence of Fear – and now I had only two more to drop down, to return was impossible.’8 Eventually he reached safety. He had just completed the first rock-climb in England. Lying on the scree in the col, he thanked God not only for his survival but for his existence itself: ‘O God! What thoughts are mine! O how I wished for Health and Strength that I might wander about for a Month together, in the stormiest month of the year, among these places, so lonely and savage and full of sounds!’9


In the Lakeland fells, Coleridge sought transcendence. He never returned. Nevertheless, the Romantic spirit, which Coleridge embodied, influenced and informed the pioneers, like Haskett-Smith, five decades later. Victorian pioneers, too, saw beauty in the mountains and crags and, if in more measured and systematic ways, pursued intensity no less than Coleridge. Rock climbing was then originally a manifestation of Romanticism and, even today, through all its commercial and professionalised evolutions, this ethos leaves its trace on the sport. Climbing remains an intense physical and emotional experience. It is not possible to climb outdoors without grasping the rock, and without being in wild, isolated and beautiful places. Climbing almost always involves intense feelings of elation, joy – and fear. It inevitably brings a climber close to the sublime, as Edmund Burke defined it. It is difficult to be a climber without being at some level, however repressed, a Romantic. This spirit still colours the sport and everyone who does it.
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The Romantic spirit may explain the rise of climbing cultures in Europe and American in the nineteenth century. However, it does not explain why a specific individual chooses to climb. It does not address the psychological dimension. Ultimately, of course, it is impossible to establish why each climber personally chose to climb; there are as many psychological reasons as there are climbers. Many climbers begin to climb because they enjoy the sensation of movement. They like the feeling. As already noted, Don Whillans claimed that he started rock climbing because he enjoyed climbing trees as a kid but could no longer do that as he got older. Some like being outside in the mountains. They enjoy the freedom and relaxation. Certainly, it was a factor for Victorian gentlemen. Others are drawn in by the company and friendships. The motivation to climb is positive and affirmative.


Nevertheless, it may be possible to discern darker psychological patterns, especially, in the twentieth century, and among the Greatest Generation, the Baby Boomers, and Generation X. Climbers in these generations seemed sometimes to share common psychological motivations, which are attributable to their childhoods. Of course, these are not universal. Many climbers from this era started climbing for alternate reasons. Yet, climbers of those three generations in the second half of the twentieth century seemed to display a deep-seated psychological need to climb. It seems to contrast quite strongly with the motivations of twenty-first-century climbers.


Watching the famous film of his free solo ascent of El Capitan (Free Solo), most viewers are astonished by Alex Honnold’s physical achievement. His performance that day was truly majestic. Yet, the film has a sub-theme. It is actually one of the most insightful explorations of the psychology of an elite climber. At one point in the film, as he drives up to Yosemite, Honnold gives an extraordinary soliloquy:




Anybody can be happy and cosy. Nothing good happens in the world by being happy and cosy. Nobody achieves anything great because they are happy and cosy. It’s about being a warrior. It doesn’t matter about the cause, necessarily. This is your path and you will pursue it with excellence. You face your fear because your goal demands it. That is the goddamn warrior spirit.10





In the course of the film, it becomes apparent why Honnold has developed such an austere ethos. His family life was extremely strange. His father had Asperger’s syndrome and was a disinterested parent who never gave Honnold genuine attention. Honnold’s mother seemed little better, never showing him intimate affection. Honnold confesses that it was a family in which no one ever hugged. Honnold’s gargantuan climbing achievements seem to be an attempt at compensating for a cavernous absence of parental love. Climbing filled a vacuum. This condition possibly explains why, no matter how impressive his achievements, Honnold seemed never to be satisfied – even after soloing Free Rider. His ascents only temporarily affirmed himself in his own eyes, when, in reality, he pursued recognition from an external father figure who is never there. The film suggests that Honnold has severe depression.


Honnold is extreme. And, of course, he is American, not British. Yet, the depression – and its psychogenesis in his early childhood – which seems to have driven him to climbing superstardom is routinely reflected in the backgrounds of many British climbers. Joe Brown never showed any obvious signs of Honnold’s mania but it was noticeable that he was the seventh child of a poor but respectable family from Ardwick. Brown’s father died when he was only 8 months old. A sailor, he had injured his foot on a ship; the wound became gangrenous, and he died of sepsis. Brown never knew him. At the same time, because his siblings were spaced out with two-year intervals, Brown’s eldest brother was already working when he was born. Despite the size of his family, Brown had a surprisingly isolated childhood, with no paternal influence at all.11


Whillans’s situation was different; he had only one sister and both of his parents lived to his adulthood. Yet, Whillans’s father, Tom, had been away during the war, serving in the Army, so, like many children of that generation, Whillans saw little of him between 1940 and 1945 – when he was aged 7 to 12. The absence may have had an influence on him. Perhaps, more importantly, Whillans was afraid, even terrified, of his father: ‘If Tom Whillans said do it, throughout his life, without question, Don did it. His father was the only one who had control.’12 Whillans’s problems with authority and his drift into the unregulated and liberating world of climbing seems to have been partly a reaction to his relationship to his father. There is no evidence that Tom Whillans was abusive, but neither was he a warm and loving parent.


The pattern is often repeated in the succeeding generations. Martin Boysen, one of the most elegant climbers of the generation immediately after Whillans and Brown, was brought up in an Anglo-German family with a German father; Boysen was born in Aachen in 1941. His father served in the Germany Army on the Eastern Front, where he was reported killed in action in 1943. In fact, he had been taken prisoner during the Kursk Offensive and, surviving the forced marches and prison camps, was miraculously returned to the family at the end of the war. Yet, the family experienced tragedy just as his father returned, when a US soldier playing with Boysen’s sister accidentally shot her dead. With Germany in ruins, the family emigrated to Britain. Boysen does not complain about his father; he was not obviously negligent, but he was distant. In England, perhaps scarred by his wartime experiences and the loss of his daughter, Boysen’s father ‘retreated somewhat into his world of music and adopted the traditional role of the stern Teutonic father figure’.13 Boysen spent more time with his grandparents, and especially with his grandfather, who, in stark contrast to his dad, ‘was a kind man and taught me a lot’.14


The pattern is visible in later generations. Ron Fawcett, the leading English climber in the 1970s, did not have a troubled childhood. On the contrary, he plainly loved being with his father as a child. Nevertheless, the very first sentence of his autobiography pointedly begins with his father: ‘My father was not a great talker. Even when I spent all day with him, we almost never spoke. He was one of those Yorkshire Dales blokes who just got on with it.’15 Fawcett then records that, unusually for a man of that generation, his father loved coffee. Yet, ‘no one else was allowed to touch it’.16 The very distance of his father seemed to propel Fawcett out onto the moor and into climbing – and thereon to fame.


In the 1980s, Ben Moon established himself as one of three leading English climbers along with Jerry Moffatt and Johnny Dawes. Moon’s family situation was initially quite different from Brown, Whillans or Boysen. Moon’s father, Jeremy, a successful artist, was centrally involved in his early childhood and the family lived an affluent life in Kingston, London. In Moon’s autobiography, there is a touching sequence of photographs taken in a passport booth with Moon, aged about 5, sitting on his father’s lap, both beaming into the lens. However, in November 1973, when Moon was only 6, his father was killed in a motorcycle accident: ‘I have a few memories. I remember David [Moon’s uncle] being around that evening, when we were told he was dead. I remember lying in bed feeling sad. Mum and David were downstairs talking. I remember going to school and feeling different. Special even. Because my dad had died.’17 Moon was left with only fragments: ‘I can’t remember much. I remember his walking me round to the Post Office to put money in my savings account. I remember him getting angry one evening we’d had guests round for dinner and we’d stayed up late.’


Although he would never be quite as famous or successful as Moon or Moffatt, Andy Pollitt was another leading climber in the 1980s. He lost his father when he was 5. Poignantly in his autobiography, he records how as a child he had imagined that his father was a war hero who returned briefly home to them in Prestatyn in his uniform. It was a fiction. Sadly, ‘a year or so later Daddy returned to London: I was then six so had an inkling that my father’s apparent brave escape wasn’t quite all it was cracked up to be … and sometime later I lost him for good’. Pollitt’s father went down to London for acting jobs:




He remained down in London, sharing his brother’s flat in Wimbledon, out of acting work virtually for my entire teens, and one day I finally had to accept that he simply wasn’t coming back. I saw him twice, perhaps three times, over the following fifteen-odd years, but it was always awkward, plus he’d never write or call.18





Of course, not every single climber has suffered from the same depravations. Jerry Moffatt, for instance, emphasised that ‘I was lucky to have very supportive parents’.19 They had ensured that his learning difficulties were diagnosed early. Many excellent climbers I know come from stable, loving families; their fathers were central to their lives and to their climbing. In later generations in the twenty-first century, the psychological motivations seem to change. The childhood psychopathologies of many post-war climbers seem to be absent. Without her father, it is unlikely that Shauna Coxsey would have become a professional climber at all. Toby Roberts has relied completely on his father, Tristian Roberts, who has coached, mentored and supported him all the way to his gold medal.


Nevertheless, I can see echoes of this psychology in my own decision to climb. My personal motivations may have dimly echoed some of the famous climbers of my era. I was the fourth child of five, with only five and a half years separating my eldest and youngest brothers. The result was that our home was chaotic throughout my childhood. The house was always filled with noise and activity; there was always some kind of commotion. So I think I attended to myself from quite an early age.


I suspect that – as with famous climbers – the de facto absence of my father did not help. This was normal in the 1970s. My father, an NHS consultant, was hardly ever at home – or so it seemed. He was utterly committed to his work and, without question – as his colleagues later observed at his wake – provided remarkable care to his patients. The result was that, as children, he was a deeply loved, but often absent or preoccupied, figure; he worked a six-day week and sometimes seven, he went in on Christmas Day, and only ever took one week’s holiday in the summer.


There were other obvious factors. I was brought up in suburban Essex. Even as child, I recognised how stultifying Essex was. As a teenager, I found school holidays there, especially the long summer vacation, all but unbearable. I noticed, by contrast, the liberating atmosphere of the moors and mountains whenever I visited them. At school, we had gone on a weekend ‘expedition’ each term and, every Easter, I had attended a ten-day trip to Skye. These excursions ignited my enthusiasm for the hills and, eventually, for rock climbing.


My school experiences were surely decisive. I started at upper school in 1980, when I was 13. The first year was just about tolerable, but by the middle of the second year I started to be bullied quite badly. As a result of the bullying, I lost any friends in my house. I got to know a day boy from another house, Luke Alvarez, during chemistry lessons when we were buddied up as experiment partners. Mainly we chatted about climbing. He mentioned that his father, the poet and critic Al Alvarez, climbed, and wondered whether I’d like to join them one Sunday at Harrison’s Rocks in East Sussex. Al climbed there every Sunday. Some weeks later, after it had been agreed in a chemistry class, Al Alvarez and Luke picked up me outside Holborn tube station for the long and Byzantine drive to the Weald of Kent.


My first experience of Harrison’s Rocks was sobering. I was hopeless. However, I certainly began to love Harrison’s and still remember those days down on sandstone with Al and Luke with great fondness. But, of course, it was also their company, and especially Al’s, which to me, as a small, bullied schoolboy, was so significant. My only experience of adult men up to that point was my father or schoolteachers, some of whom I respected, but most – especially the headmaster – I loathed. Al was the first adult male with whom I actually had some fun. For an awkward teenager, Al was extraordinary company; profane, witty, playful. His laughter was unforgettable; it began as a little chuckle to descend into a bass, elemental roar. And yet, beneath the clowning, his sensitive intelligence was periodically visible; his eyes were always kind and a little sad. Perhaps most strikingly for a rather sheltered suburban kid, Al swore incessantly, though his cursing was not a tedious litany of obscenity. Every time Al fell off a route, Al’s swearing reached lyrical proportions, and a crafted verse of industrial language would accompany the sweet twang of a G-sharp. Indeed, Al’s cursing had achieved something of a national reputation. After a lecture by Doug Scott at school, Luke had mentioned to Scott that he might know his father. Scott turned to his mate and said, ‘Aye, I remember Al. He was the one who ran on the rock and swore when he fell off.’


No one could describe Al as the most elegant climber. He climbed with purposeful and bold muscularity, often running up the rock to the next big ledge rather than finding more precise intermediate foot placements. He was quite uninterested in equipment and we climbed with ancient hawser ropes, holey EB rock-boots, and worn Whillans harnesses. However, on those Sundays at Harrison’s – now over forty years ago – he introduced me not just to a pastime, but to a way of life. Suddenly, in the world of climbing, I was part of a little gang, in stark contrast to the lonely hours at school.


Rock climbing and all its wonder is not reducible to a single psychopathology, even among the post-war generations. Rock climbing has a long and colourful heritage. It has a rich, diverse culture. Many outstanding climbers had happy, fulfilled childhoods. Nevertheless, at the psychological level, it is possible to recognise a family resemblance between male climbers across the generations in the twentieth century – especially among elite climbers. Somewhere, not that far from the surface, the requirement to prove themselves to themselves, precisely because they lacked a sense of loving validation when they were children, is evident. Someone like Honnold seems to me to be extreme, but many – maybe even most – top climbers, and a large number of amateur ones, have been driven to the sport by an underlying, sometimes concealed, depression traceable to their childhood, and to paternal neglect they experienced in it. Certainly, the climbing world I have known has been filled with misfits, exiles and eccentrics.


This sense of loss or absence cannot be entirely separated from the Romantic spirit which has animated climbing from its origins. At the heart of Romanticism is a sense of nostalgia or yearning for something missing. This connection between Romanticism, the hills and, therefore, climbing can be seen in a number of forms. It has been represented most powerfully, perhaps, in painting. For instance, many climbers are drawn to Casper David Friedrich’s famous 1818 painting, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog. You will know the image. Friedrich depicts a lone, green-coated walker standing on a rocky summit in the Frankenjura looking out over a distant landscape with rock spires protruding from the mist below his feet. The picture captures that sense of wonderment and purity which most climbers crave. Because we see only the wanderer’s back and a mournful, bleak landscape before him, the image communicates isolation, loneliness and loss. The painting pursues unity and completeness, which long-hoped-for resolution is impossible.


The emotional genesis of this painting is a profound childhood loss which the artist himself suffered. On 8 December 1787, Friedrich had watched his brother drown when he broke through the ice while they were skating: ‘A quiet melancholy fell over his entire life, his art directs itself only to objects of mourning, and he paints burial scenes in all forms, so that he himself, with his brother, can return to the dwelling place of peace.’20 Many climbers suffer precisely this feeling of incompleteness. It drives them to climb. Climbing is a vibrant celebration of life; it gives many climbers the most intense sensations that they will ever have in their lives. Yet, paradoxically for many of us, it originates in loss and grief. Climbing is not so much a way of touching the void but, perhaps, of trying to fill it.
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POST-WAR


If you stand at the top of Llanberis Pass, it is just about possible to see the line of the route – or, at least, to think you can. But to most walkers, even the crag itself appears as no more than an insignificant grey block on the mountainside, if they notice it at all. The sweep of Snowdon’s north ridge and the southern flank of the Glyders inevitably draws their eyes to Llanberis, to the Llyn Peninsula and the sea beyond.


The experience is quite different at the Cromlech boulders, though. There, Dinas Cromlech rears up; its pristine central corner, Cenotaph Corner, flanked by two sheer 100ft faces, Right and Left Walls, buttressed by subsidiary fissures and facets to the right and the left. Then, the crag becomes a fortress of stone, towering above the road. It has been a citadel of rock climbing for over a century. Pete Livesey, a leading English climbing of the ’70s, described it memorably: ‘If ever the history of British rock climbing were to be written on two pages, one might well compare them with the two great pages of Dinas Cromlech’s open-book corner.’1 Those few hundred feet of rock have evoked intense emotions. From the floor of the Pass, the Welsh name Dinas Cromlech – the cliff of the burial chamber – makes sense. Its stern architecture is sepulchral. Standing among those blocks at the bottom, it is also possible for the first time to see the line: a dark crack soaring vertiginously up the edge of the right wall. That is Cemetery Gates.


I have two photographs from 31 August 1987. The first is taken in the morning after we had slogged up to Dinas Cromlech from the road (see Plate 6). I am framed in the extreme bottom right-hand corner of the shot. The menacing wedge of the crag towers up behind me. The sky is grey. I look scared. My face is anxious, serious; my brows are furrowed. And I am very young, only 20 – but I look about 16. The second picture is from the afternoon (see Plate 7). I am striding back across the field to our tent on the campsite at Nant Peris, smiling with a rope coiled casually over my shoulder. Behind me Crib Goch and Snowdon Massif is glowing. I had just climbed Cemetery Gates.


I admit I was nervous; frightened, in fact. That fear was not helped by the yellow mountain rescue helicopter which flew in over the Pass and hovered above the left flank of Dinas Cromlech as we reached the bottom of the cliff. Someone had had an accident and was being airlifted to Bangor Hospital. The drone of the chopper echoed across the hills. It was not auspicious. Rich, my brother, and I continued to the bottom of the cliff, though. The helicopter had gone and it was quiet again. Nervously, I put on my harness, tied on, and geared up; a set of nuts, camming devices, carabiners and extension slings. Finally, I put on my orange Joe Brown helmet and began to climb, damming the low dread in my stomach, which threatened a deluge at any cue, by concentrating absolutely on the climb itself.


I moved off from a little recess onto the initial slabby wall away from Rich. The climbing was easy and sheltered; large, easily identified holds, no exposure. I reached the overlap with ease and begin to move right. Big holds. I was focused. The route was starting. I pulled over the little overhang and now I was at the bottom of the crack and on the bald face of the Right Wall itself. I was conscious that the world had opened up around me. I was no longer on a cliff. I was in a space; the road, 600ft beneath me, the void of the Pass all around. I sensed the wind, and the light. But I was utterly fixed on the rock; the crack, and the face around it. I was looking, searching, scanning for handholds and then matching them to foot placements. Despite bubbling fear, I was in control. I was moving steadily. The exposure was wild but the climbing was actually simple; easily within my ability. The holds were big. As long as I focused on the footholds and my feet as I placed them, and not the space beyond, I was safe; even calm. I placed gear and moved on. Higher and higher. The sound of the rope clipping into the carabiner, as I placed another nut, was reassuring. I was staying in that tunnel of control, where I knew only the rock around me, and felt my own body as it moved.


I was not aware of my progress, but now I am 100ft up, a few moves below the ledge and the belay. Suddenly, things were more difficult. Did the wall bulge a little? Was it steeper? It was blanker for sure. Below the crack was generous; there were many large pockets on the face. But here, the crack closed. The wall beside it was smooth, with that odd grey sheen of the Cromlech. There seemed to be a purplish tincture to the rock. I was not surprised. I knew this was the crux. And I also knew the move. In 1985, I watched Joe Brown and Don Whillans climbing the route together on TV. I watched Brown carefully, and especially on this crux section. He had jammed his right foot high into the crack with his hands still low, and then torqued his body so that he could reach high with his right hand, above a compressed right knee. He reached a good hold and pulled through. I realised I was at the same spot. I remembered the sequence. I placed some gear and clipped the rope. It was solid. I made the move. Right foot up into an obvious scoop in the crack. I wedged my rock-boot in. Then, confident of the move, I threw my weight decisively onto the foot, brought my knee over my toe and levered my body across. I was in balance. I reached for holds. Jugs. I was in. I matched holds and pulled up. I was at the ledge. It had been far, far easier than I expected.


I set up the belay, placing several nuts in the good cracks above the ledge. I was secure. Finally, I relaxed; I was through the tunnel. I turned round. I could stand on the ledge, which was about 2ft wide. But Jesus. The exposure seared. Below it was sheer to the ground and beyond. Across, there was a gulf to Dinas Mot on the other side of the Pass. Even more disorientating was the horizontal space between my position on the ledge on the Right Wall, and the face of the Left Wall, 100ft or so across from me. It was an anomalous void which was difficult to gauge. I felt a wave of vertigo. I looked down: ‘On belay.’ I started hauling in the ropes.


[image: ]


That was 1987. The Gates had first been climbed in 1951. I had the latest modern equipment, sticky-rubber boots, and chalk. Joe Brown and Don Whillans had barely anything. How the hell had they done it? It is a perplexing question. How did they get so good, and so bold, so young?


Brown Don Whillans first tried to climb the line that would become Cemetery Gates during the August Bank Holiday of 1951. It is easy to forget just how young Brown and Whillans were at the time – almost boys. Their ambition was precocious. Brown had failed to climb Cenotaph Corner three years before, controversially using five pitons before aborting the attempt. In 1951, he was not yet ready to return to the Corner. Perhaps he did not think he was good enough; or that his penance was not yet served. However, in that summer, another line drew his attention: ‘The right wall of Cenotaph Corner seemed to offer a possible route near its right edge. This edge was gently overhanging for 200 feet.’2 Whillans, his new climbing partner, was more sceptical:




Joe suggested the crack on the right wall of the Corner. I didn’t understand why he wanted to do the crack when the Corner itself hadn’t been done, especially as he’d almost climbed the Corner not long before. It seemed to me to be doing things the wrong way round. Anyway, I was game because it looked like a hell of a route to me.3





Steep and committing, it was certainly potentially lethal.


On an overcast day, Brown climbed up the first pitch from the rocky recess at the base of the Cromlech around the arête and up to an overhang, above which was a holly bush tree at the bottom of the crack-line. He found it very difficult. He belayed by the tree, hanging a couple of slings around the spikes of rocks above his head, while precariously standing on two footholds only big enough for a half a boot. Despite their proven courage, both Whillans and Brown were frightened. As Whillans came up to the belay, he muttered, ‘Christ, this is a gripping place.’ They were relieved that it began to rain, forcing them to retreat by abseiling from the holly tree. However, as he descended, Whillans removed a loose block from just above the small overhang over which Brown had struggled; ‘That’d make it easier for next time.’4


Six weeks later, they were back on the inaugural weekend of their newly formed club, the Rock & Ice Club. While the rest of the club went to Clogwyn Du’r Arddu, high on Snowdon, Brown and Whillans returned to the Cromlech to finish what they had begun. Brown led the first pitch to the holly tree again. This time, acquainted with the route, the exposure and with the loose block removed, he found the climbing much easier. Whillans met him on the stance and, with no possibility of changing places, he began the historic ascent of the second pitch – perhaps the most exposed and daring climb attempted in Britain at that point.


As Whillans moved cautiously upwards, the situation became ever more serious and intimidating; the road was almost directly under Whillans’s feet, hundreds of feet below. Even Brown admitted it was ‘truly hair-raising’. Worse, the rock was loose in places and Whillans broke off several holds: ‘All the way up little flakes of rock broke off when we pulled or stood on them.’5 However, the route did take some runners; it was possible for Whillans to thread slings or jam pebbles into the crack and attach his rope through carabiners to them. From the stance, Joe was calling: ‘Get some more runners on, get some more runners on.’6 Gradually, by jamming his hands in the crack and using the pockets on the face, Whillans reached the crux of the route about 10ft below the Girdle Ledge which traverses across the Right Wall at about 70ft: ‘Inch by inch I got to the crux move where the holds on the wall seemed to disappear.’7


Whillans paused. From the boulders below, the scene must have been impressive – a small fly on a vast wall: the first human ever on this terrain. Eventually, he saw a small pocket out left, which he thought might work: ‘It looked really good, so I reached up and grabbed it. It turned out to be full of razor-sharp little flakes which cut my fingers pretty badly but I knew this was the key.’8 Whillans grabbed the pocket. Then, he stepped up high with his right foot, jamming it into the crack. From this foothold, it was possible for him to reach just below the ledge in a single standing move.


Whillans had cracked the route but he did not know it yet. He brought Brown up to join him on his belay on the Girdle Ledge. Brown led off up and to the right. As Brown ascended, he dropped a sock which he had been using to mop some still damp pockets; the sock floated down without even touching the face, so steep was the wall. After 20ft of climbing, he moved round the arête to see a line of flakes leading to the top. He shouted down to Whillans, ‘It’s in the bag.’9 Whillans shrieked in delight and triumph. This was an unusual response for Whillans, who was normally laconic. His cry of delight showed how uncertain the ascent had been; how important this line was to him; and how much the lead of that stunning crux pitch had taken out of him. It also marked his undisputed arrival as a premier climber: the peer of Brown, now – not his apprentice. Perhaps he also realised the historic significance of the route for British climbing.


There was to be no glorious celebration, though: no television interviews, no social media posts, no slickly produced promotional films by sponsors. After the climb, Whillans and Brown returned to Manchester separately, as if it were any other weekend. Brown got a lift on a motorbike, while Whillans hitched lucklessly home alone until he was forced to catch the 12.40 a.m. train back to Manchester from Crewe. On his way home, as he was travelling through Chester, Brown had seen a bus whose route name was Cemetery Gates. It seemed appropriate. When they met at the club night on Wednesday in Manchester, Brown asked Whillans what he thought of this as a name for the route. With its ironically lapidary theme, which matched Cenotaph Corner and the Cromlech itself, Whillans approved and the name was settled. Whillans pencilled the name into his diary.10 Cemetery Gates was born.
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