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– INTRODUCTION –





It can be assumed that when an object is so immediately identifiable by its initials that, as with the BBC, no one bothers to elasticise them, then the object in question has a permanent place in the order of things. To the climbing world in Britain, the combination of the letters C and B can have only one meaning. The ascent of the central buttress of the main rock face of Scafell captured — and continues to capture — the imagination of all those interested, not only in the history of the sport but also in how the breaking of psychological barriers moves the apparently impossible to within the reach of the merely mortal.


But what was it that set apart the challenge of Central Buttress from the other hard climbs in the district? What boundary had it passed to justify the description in the first Fell & Rock climbing guide of 1924 that ‘the difficulties met with are so great that the expedition ranks amongst the world’s hardest, and is possible only under practically perfect conditions’? Three elements contributed to its singular reputation: the mountain, the crag and the man. And each played a significant part.


Foremost is the mountain itself. Scafell’s reputation went before it. Until accurate surveying caught up, it was believed to be the highest hill in England and, indeed, from most viewpoints it looks higher than its satellite Pike. Its renown was further embroidered by Coleridge’s account of his traverse of the Fell, which included writing a letter to Sara Hutchinson on the summit and the first recorded rock-climbing descent of Broad Stand.1  And, whereas the summit of most mountains in England can be reached from whatever angle the walker chooses, Scafell is an exception. All the popular approaches from the surrounding valleys land you on Mickledore — Coleridge’s elegant ‘hyphen’ between fell and pike — where the way is barred by a series of vertical rocky steps flanked by seemingly impassable buttresses. There is no alternative for the walker but to drop down to the foot of Lord’s Rake and slink around the back of the crag to the top. Though the rocky steps of Broad Stand should offer little problem to the experienced rock climber and are the quickest way down from most of the routes in the vicinity, the rest of the crag is not so accommodating. A band of buttresses and slabs riven by steep gullies or ghylls protect the north face and until 1931, when Kirkus put up Mickledore Grooves, the unsurmountable rampart around the eastern extremity was not even a consideration. In addition, as these crags lie around the 3,000-foot contour in the wettest part of England, the rock is usually damp and greasy.


In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Victorians chipped away (in Collie’s case, all too literally) at the north face. First climbing the gullies and chimneys, then breaking out on to the easier faces, they covered the obvious ground. By the turn of the century, most of the cliff had been explored, with the notable exception of the great central buttress which was bounded by Moss Ghyll to the west and a bracketing shot by the Abraham brothers to the east (Keswick Brothers’ Climb, 1897). At this point, exploration virtually stopped. Between 1904 and 1911 there was only one new climb, Woodhead’s, on the whole crag, as opposed to six on Pillar, thirteen in Langdale and fourteen on Dow, and it was thought that any further exploration was, if not impossible, certainly unjustifiable — the limit had been reached and the greater challenge of a sullen block of rock 200 feet wide and 400 feet high was left to its own devices.


There was a variety of reasons for this. Paramount among these was the accident in 1903, where four men were killed whilst attempting to force a direct route from Lord’s Rake to Hopkinson’s cairn. It provided the platform that the mountaineering establishment had been waiting for. The Alpine Club thundered over reckless groups of young men racing against each other for the notoriety of first ascents, the absence of professional guides and the formation of modern climbing clubs that stimulated but never restrained. These obiter dicta must have had an effect on the ambitions of the climbing fraternity at Wasdale and may indeed have delayed the formation of the Fell & Rock Climbing Club itself.


In addition, most of the taxing climbs on the crag had been pioneered by O.G. Jones and there was good reason to see him and his routes as the sort of phenomenon that appears maybe once in a generation. Not only was he exceptionally strong (he once raised his chin three times above a horizontal bar using three fingers of his left hand, while simultaneously lifting a fully grown man off the ground with his right, and, on another occasion, girdled a steam-engine using only the rivet heads for foot- and handholds) but he was also regarded by his contemporaries as the best ‘cragsman’ they had ever encountered.2  He, in addition, applied an engineer’s mind to the construction of belays and human pyramids which, though precarious, were mechanically safe. A combination of these attributes allowed the parties he led to produce a series of ‘exceptionally severe’ courses on the crags around Wasdale. His death in the Alps when involved in similar combined tactics (though ironically as the prop to the obligatory guide whose fall caused the disaster) must have reinforced the case that the new harder routes on Scafell were beyond the ambit of the normal man and any further attempts on the open faces were not only unjustified but irresponsible.


And there was always the location. Often ‘out of condition’, it must have been tempting to look elsewhere. It is interesting to speculate whether a route as difficult as Eagle’s Nest Direct would have been contemplated in 1892 if it had been perched half-way up Scafell instead of the south-facing Napes. Climbers found cliffs and hotels in sunnier, or at least drier, climes and the hegemony of Wasdale began to falter. In fact, it was a group based around the Coniston area that was most instrumental in founding the Fell & Rock Climbing Club. A journal followed immediately and its first edition led with an article by the President, which addressed the situation as he saw it and bewailed the lack of ambition of the current members.


As for the man, Siegfried Wedgwood Herford had yet to arrive.




1 For a detailed and scholarly account of the event, see A.P. Rossiter’s letter published in Vol XVI of the FRCC Journal. [Back]


2 Mountain Adventures at Home and Abroad, G.D. Abraham, 1910.[Back]
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– AN HOUR IN THE SMOKE ROOM AT WASTDALE –


Ashley P Abraham, 1907





Upon a certain Good Friday night, considerably less than a hundred years ago, the little smoke room at Wastdale was filled almost to overflowing with those peculiar people who most frequent it at that period of the year.


The greater part of them smoked and talked incessantly. Some few occupied chairs, while others perched insecurely on the edges of various articles of furniture, the while mechanically preserving their balance by some of the unusual methods they had resorted to on the rocks during the day. Others, and they were in a majority, descended to more primitive habits, and occupied most of the available floor space.


The atmosphere was laden with tobacco smoke. It was almost as difficult to see across the room as it is to catch a sight of Collier’s Climb from Mickledore Ridge on a cloudy day. And to make oneself heard across the chatter of conversation was quite as impossible as it is in a high wind to hear the summons to ‘come on’ from one’s leader at the top of Slingsby’s Chimney on Scawfell Pinnacle, when one is shivering on the small, well-worn ledge above the ‘crevasse’.


The occupants of the room formed a motley crowd. Probably nowhere save at a climbing centre could such a gathering be found. Their garb for the most part was quite unusual, and ranged in detail from the latest fashionable evening dress to a certain torn and tattered brown Norfolk jacket, the only respectable part of which was the silken chamois-portraying badge of the Swiss Alpine Club. The coat was a relic of the late Owen Jones, and its present wearer looked upon it as his especial evening property when staying at the inn. Its juxtaposition to the ‘proper’ garments of the present day afforded, to those who were in a position to observe it, an indication of the change that has come over the habitués of Wastdale; and its wearer, an ‘Old Stager’ whose knowledge of the surrounding rocks dated back more than twenty years, formed almost as great a contrast to most of those about him as did his apparel to theirs. He was seated on the floor at the corner of the hearth-stone, and was for a time one of the few silent men in the place. After a while he got up, and going to the window threw it wide open, somewhat to the disgust of many of his companions. But before long he was to raise an even greater dissent amongst them, and tread pretty effectually on one of their most cherished tenets.


The lull in the conversation which followed the admission of the fresh air was broken by two men sitting in the armchair at the side of the room most removed from the fire.


‘What do you think of Moss Ghyll for to-morrow?’ asked the one of the other.


‘Oh! Moss Ghyll’s all right, but it doesn’t fill in a day you know. Ten years ago men used to waste a whole day on it, and return to Wastdale in the evening, jolly well pleased with themselves. But just a week ago we went up Scawfell Pinnacle from the Second Pitch in Deep Ghyll, and then down Professor’s Chimney and up the Great Chimney opposite. Even then it was too soon to come home, so we rattled down the Penrith climb and then climbed Moss Ghyll by Collier’s exit, coming down to Mickledore again by way of the two pitches in Deep Ghyll.’


Silence greeted this confession. There was an atmosphere of something amiss when such a number of standard courses could be crowded into one day’s climbing.


The Old Stager on the corner of the hearth-stone proceeded to lay his finger most unpleasantly on the cause.


‘More’s the pity!’ growled he.


‘Why?’ queried he of the many ascents.


‘Well, perhaps you may not be altogether pleased if I tell you. However, has it never struck you that when a small matter of ten years works such a change in the amount of climbing possible in one day, there must either be something wrong with the climbs themselves, or else that you present-day climbers are vastly superior to those of ten or twenty years ago?’


‘Well, I hadn’t thought much about it,’ confessed the other, ‘but I very much doubt if we present rock climbers are better than some of those of the past.’


‘Better?’ queried the Old Stager scornfully; ‘Do you think you are nearly as good?’ — ‘Pardon my seeming rudeness,’ he hastened to say. ‘It has not been my privilege to climb with you; but, again pardon my speaking plainly, it must be apparent by your achievements that you cannot be quite as good. However good you may be in the actual climbing, it seems to me that you lack initiative. Where are the new climbs of the present day? What have you to set against Moss Ghyll, Scawfell Pinnacle Arête, North Climb on the Pillar, the Napes Arêtes, and so on, to mention a few of the good standard climbs? And what have you in the way of difficult climbs to beat Eagle’s Nest Arête, Walker’s Gully, the C Gully on the Screes, or Jones’ Climb up Scawfell Pinnacle from Lord’s Rake?’


‘Oh, surely!’ exclaimed many in the room, all anxious to speak at once.


But the Old Stager had spoken to the man of many ascents, and looked to him for an answer. The field opened up by the other’s queries was such a wide one that he found some difficulty in selecting the most effective reply.


After a moment’s pause, however, he began.


‘Well, I think you lose sight of a certain truism. You forget that now these things have been climbed we cannot make the first ascent of them! I don’t for a moment wish to institute a comparison of ourselves with those illustrious men who climbed the things you have just mentioned. I fear we should emerge feeling very ridiculous. But I think you must do us the justice of admitting that there are no new climbs round here but what would prove exceptionally severe, and I know you would condemn these. It’s like your “old school” to come down on us like “a thousand of bricks” if we climb anything very difficult. You lose sight of those difficult things you were gloating over just now! You forget that Jones’ ascent of Walker’s Gully, and Collier’s exploit on his Scawfell Climb, and Haskett-Smith’s solitary ascent of the Needle, or, even more daring still, G.A. Solly’s leading up the Eagle’s Nest Arête don’t leave much room for your school to preach caution and wisdom! But I’m getting a bit off the route. What we really lack is the possibility of new ascents. They are all exhausted, and I think you must admit as much!’


‘Not at all,’ immediately returned the Old Stager. ‘There are any amount of new things just itching to be climbed! I can think of at least a dozen, and if you don’t hurry up and do them, instead of making more evident the routes up the standard climbs, you’ll have some of the older men returning and robbing you of them.’


‘Where are these new climbs?’ cried the others. ‘Tell us one!’


‘Ah, no! to tell you of them would be foolish on my part. You would climb them and begin to fancy yourselves; then that modesty, which all must admit is one of your strongest qualities, would be likely to vanish.’


All this with a twinkle in the speaker’s eye and certain evidences of discomfort on the part of the others. They feared they were being ‘got at.’


‘But I think I must change my mind about giving away new climbs, and ask you a question. Have any of you ever noticed a bayonet-shaped crack descending from the skyline about midway between Moss Ghyll and Botterill’s Crack on Scawfell? No? Has it never occurred to you that between these two climbs there is a stretch of nearly two hundred feet of unscaled rock? No? I bear in mind Collier’s and Keswick Brothers’ climbs which follow such a bayonet-shaped line, and rather fancy this third course — but you must just take my suggestion for what it is worth.’


Distrustful, furtive glances exchanged between the leaders of the various parties in the room, spoke of a certain hasty resolve. It materialised early next morning when three strong parties raced up to the ‘bayonet-shaped crack.’ After spending four futile hours thereabouts, they hastened down to Wastdale, intent upon slaying the Old Stager. He had retreated via Drigg, however, so let us return to the previous night in the smoke room.


‘But I also have digressed,’ resumed the Old Stager. ‘I said “more’s the pity” when you told me of your day’s climbing on Scawfell, and you wondered why. Well, I’ll tell you, though I know that at first you’ll probably disagree with me. The reason of your being able to accomplish in one day more than was possible in bygone days, is that the Wastdale climbs have, almost without exception, become easier.’


‘Rubbish!’ ‘Nothing of the sort!’ ‘Don’t you deceive yourself!’ ‘Quite impossible!’ ‘They’re more difficult!’ and other like exclamations were roared from all parts of the room.


But when the storm had abated somewhat the Old Stager was still smiling serenely. To obtain silence, he waved in the air the black companion of many climbs, and his bearing was that of a man who is confident of his ability to make good his position.


‘Now,’ said he, ‘let us discuss this matter quietly. To many of you my remark must sound like rank sacrilege. The word easy is not wont to be connected with the climbing around Wastdale, and, indeed, there can surely be no more difficult climbing anywhere. Here the best rock climbers in the kingdom have foregathered. In the pink of training and often fresh from a curtailed Swiss holiday, they have climbed things that are just about as difficult as are humanly possible. My remarks are intended chiefly to apply to a few of the standard courses which I am in a position to speak of as they were soon after they were first climbed, and to contrast their difficulty then with what it is now.’


The company gathered closer round him and waited with evident impatience while their mentor lighted his pipe.


‘Now let us take Moss Ghyll since it was a reference to it that started this discussion. When I first climbed Moss Ghyll it had already been climbed some half-dozen times, and still it was much more difficult than now. The holds on the rock face leading to Tennis Court Ledge were much scarcer than they are at present, and the traverse back into the Ghyll was coated with moss. The Collie step was then unmistakable but nowadays the slab on which it occurs contains so many good footholds that even Dr Collie himself would be puzzled to tell you which is his original step. As for the Chimney near the top of the Ghyll, the “through route” has become so enlarged that almost anyone can get through inside, and so obviate that awkward traverse back to the “sentry box”. And then again, the Pinnacle from Steep Ghyll: it used to be considered quite impossible to get into Slingsby’s Chimney without the aid of a shoulder. Aye! even as recently as seven years ago. But nowadays nobody dares to ask for such a thing. Why? Because doubtful holds have been cleared away, leaving firm spikes of rock underneath. Footholds have been disclosed or accidentally enlarged. With every ascent it seems to have become simpler. Collier’s Climb also is a place that has undergone a great change. You will no doubt remember the fact that Owen Jones found a shoulder insufficient, but needed the extra inches that his companion’s head afforded; and yet I sat to-day on Mickledore Ridge and watched the leaders of two different parties climb that initial thirty feet without even so much as a push from behind. They evidently found the bulge difficult to round, but they did it. Prompted by curiosity I went along the Progress and had a look at the lower part, and was not surprised to find that a great mass of rock has come out of the corner. This has left small holds which can be relied on till a height is reached where it is quite possible to step upward to the right on to the overhanging part.’


The comparisons of the Old Stager were followed eagerly and were generally, although somewhat reluctantly, approved. It had often seemed that some of the climbs bore a reputation for difficulty which was more or less undeserved, and they had been at a loss to account for the discrepancy.


‘And what about the Gable climbs? Have they become easier? Surely the Needle, at all events, has become more difficult?’ queried a man who that day had, after great effort, managed to climb it.


‘Ah, yes,’ acquiesced the other, ‘I really think the Needle is more difficult than it was. That step up to the left from the horizontal crack below the top boulder is more difficult to take. It has got worn very smooth and rounded. A well-known expert once jocularly threatened to knock that hold away, and so make the Needle impossible. His threat is being slowly fulfilled by those who timidly scratch their boot nails along it to see if it is sufficient to support their weight. It is still quite a good foothold, however. Only yesterday I was sitting in the “dress circle” and saw the leader of a party lose his hold on the top and slither down the boulder, until, most luckily, his toe caught the hold and didn’t slip off. That was a narrow shave and a most unpleasant sight. I hear a rumour that the top boulder is loose, but I don’t think it can be or it would have come off then. But the Needle must be treated with great respect; in any case, with a good deal more than it gets, or it will retaliate very roughly before long. Just think of it, there were three men on the top at once to-day, all leading different parties, and they spun a coin to determine which should “clear out” and allow the others to come up. It would have been vastly amusing had it not been so fraught with danger. Most of the other Gable climbs that I have visited lately strike me as having become easier, but of this I can only speak personally; in other words I have been able during this visit to lead up climbs with more ease than I did in the old days. And this in spite of increasing years and stiffening joints! I was much shocked to find an artificial step on Kern Knotts. That is a bad sign. I hear it has been there for some time, however, so perhaps its author has decided to “rest on his oars”. He ought certainly to be made to lead up the crack!’ This idea met with the hearty approval of all. Then the Old Stager resumed, ‘I am not sure, on second thoughts, that such a punishment would fit his crime, for the crack also has become very much easier. It was my good fortune to be concerned in one of the earliest ascents, and I am astonished to find the number of good holds now that certainly did not exist then. But perhaps it is just as well. It is the sort of place that needed to become easier, and, in all conscience, it is still difficult enough.’


‘What about the Eagle’s Nest Arête?’ queried a man from the other side of the fireplace.


‘Oh, I only climbed that for the first time last week, and it really was very bad. I wouldn’t lead up that for the proverbial “thousand pounds”. All I can say is, that if it has got easier, the men who first climbed it must have had their triumph tempered with thankfulness when they emerged safely at the top of the first eighty feet. And then there’s the Pillar. I hear that it is quite a common thing to lead over the Nose. I always had an idea that this was possible for a tall man, however, and this part is probably not any less difficult than formerly. Tall men who know where the handhold round the corner is, may now lead up it safely. The glamour of difficulty has been dispelled by an increased knowledge of the place. No doubt many other climbs have become easier for this reason, but in many cases, besides those I have mentioned, their easier ascent is due to structural alterations, chiefly brought about by people climbing them. There are two other reasons that occur to me. One is that nearly all loose rock has been removed — there is now hardly any need to test the holds, and the other is that the footholds can be found at once, because of the boot-nail scratches. These things mean not only easier climbing, but also that the climbs can be done with less delay and testing of holds than formerly. And now I trust you will consider I have made good my assertion, and given the reason why our friend here had such a huge “bag” last week. I would just like to add that, although many of the Wastdale climbs have fallen from their once proud vantage of difficulty, they are still, in most cases, far from being easy. It is, I think, a good thing they have not become more difficult. As they are they demand all one’s care, and no one can afford to hold them cheaply. And they provide sport that, as far as the length of the climbs will admit, cannot, I feel sure, be bettered anywhere.’


‘Hear! hear!’ came from all parts of the room as the party began to break up.


‘And now for the one ascent that never becomes easier — the climb upstairs to bed. We used to retire about midnight, but now it is only with a struggle we can manage it at two o’clock. Good-night, gentlemen! Good-night! and, by the way, don’t forget the bayonet-shaped crack on Scawfell!’


FRCC Journal, Vol I, No 1, 1907




 





The article was, in fact, a neatly constructed debate on the state and future of the climbing in the district. The author, Ashley Abraham, was well placed to comment on the situation. Alongside his brother, he had climbed with the pioneers and photographed their routes. There is no doubt that in the course of this he must have examined the possibilities of new lines, both while perched patiently behind the tripod and when studying the proofs. The provocative reference to the ‘bayonet-shaped crack’ would suggest that there may well have been some previous consideration of a route on the blank face between the climb which he and brother George completed and the bounding cleft of Moss Ghyll.


He also saw that climbing was changing from a challenge into a recreation. Like that other social gathering, golf, groups of three or four men would cover a suitably handicapped course of a length appropriate to the party. The strong would assist the weak and the position of the bunkers was well known. After a period of exercise in the open air, they would retire to the Smoke Room to exchange yarns and tobacco with their fellow enthusiasts.


But what caused this complacency? There must have been a number of influences, but two stand out. One revolved around the nature of the routes they had inherited. The Victorians, for a number of reasons, had favoured gullies of various widths as their lines of attack. (Of the sixty climbs in the whole district climbed before 1903, thirty-five fell into this category; of the twenty-five completed between 1903 and 1914, only seven fell into a similar class.) The choice made sense. If you were describing to the said fellow enthusiast the lie of the land, it was easier to identify the start and progress of a gully than a line on an amorphous slab. In addition, the steps and risers allowed the climb to fall into natural sections or pitches which provided a useful series of platforms to field a falling leader or, if the matter proved too arduous, a choice of bivouac site until the rescue party arrived.


As the difficulties of these courses involved wrestling with bulges or other protuberances and making vertical progress by exerting upward pressure stabilised by friction, the emphasis was on muscular heaving rather than holdless balance. As a bonus, the gullies were likely to hold snow, and so provide proper preparation for the greater challenges to be faced in the Alps. It might also have been the case that, given the fissured nature of the surrounding rock, the obligatory ice-axe jammed in a convenient crack might have been a useful piece of gear to provide the odd hand- or foothold


The other significant factor was the appearance in 1900 of O.G. Jones’ guide, Rock Climbing in the English Lake District. Although not the first such handbook (Haskett Smith’s Climbing in the British Isles, 1894, has that distinction) it differed from its predecessor by attempting to list the climbs in an ascending order of difficulty, so that novices might work their way up the ladder until they reached their ceiling. He also divided the climbs into four classes: Easy, Moderate, Difficult and Exceptionally Severe. The Easy courses were little more than a scramble where progress could be conveniently maintained by the use of the hands as well as the feet; the Moderate were generally a series of irregularly-runged step-ladders, usually separated by commodious ledges.


It was only when a route was classified as Difficult that it could be said that rock climbing as we know it today really began. But we would be wrong to assume that Jones’ Difficult courses correspond to present classification. There are varying degrees of difficulty within the range, which would include by current classification Diffs, V Diffs, Severes and even, in one instance, a VS. What the climbs had in common was not similar technical difficulty but that they were all relatively safe and suitable for a party of varying ability. The leader could, if necessary, assist the less able and, if he were to fall, he in turn could probably be held.


The fourth class was a different proposition. As the descriptive hyperbole suggests, there was a yawning gap between Difficult and Exceptionally Severe. Even Jones himself advises that these routes ‘are best left alone’ and reminds his readers of the Establishment message that


The novice must on no account attempt them. He may console himself with the reflection that most of these fancy bits of rock-work are not mountaineering proper, and by remembering that those who first explored these routes, or rather created them [my emphasis] were not only brilliant gymnasts but experienced and capable cragsmen.1


In reality, if the leader were to fall, the rest of the party would probably be pulled off their holds, as happened with the accident in 1903.


If the future of climbing was locked into a mindset that the only new routes to be attempted were those that naturally existed and that any attempt on steep, exposed rock faces was improper, then there is no doubt that the Old Stager’s sparring partner was right in saying that the options had been exhausted. But the audience probably suspected that they were being ‘got at’ and knew that there might be a case that they were not so much prudent as ‘frit’.


Nevertheless, the Old Stager was wrong on one point. There was a climb to set against the heroic achievements of the past. In June 1903, Fred Botterill had successfully completed his eponymous Slab. The Old Stager refers to it as Botterill’s Crack but the route, in fact, scorned the security of a comforting crevice and sought instead a long and exposed run-out on the very edge of the rock face.




1 Rock Climbing in the English Lake District, O.G. Jones, 1900. [Back]
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