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Foreword


by Chris Bonington



In his second set of climbing memoirs Mick Fowler writes about a series of alpine and rock adventures that would be the envy of any ambitious mountaineer. The appellation ‘The Mountaineers’ Mountaineer’, which he was given after a poll in The Observer in 1989, reflected climber approval of his highly original approach to his sport – explorations on chalk sea cliffs, alpine north faces, Scottish crags in winter and summer and his first major expeditions to greater ranges which resulted in superb climbs on Cerro Kishtwar, Taulliraju and Spantik. All of this was recorded in his first book, Vertical Pleasure.


Here was a totally modern mountaineer, rejecting the necessary, but by that time outdated, styles of my era (sieging, fixed ropes and camps, large parties) and the capsule compromises of the big wall era. Instead he embraced the complete commitment involved in a full alpine-style approach to major mountain problems. All sports evolve, and mountaineering is no exception. Better training, greatly improved equipment and cheaper travel have made much of this possible, but the perceptions of what might be possible have risen too, and Mick has been at the forefront of this new approach. His identification as the Mountaineers’ Mountaineer was, like the election of a new politician, a vote of confidence for the future.


Well the electorate (which included me) must now be well pleased. If ever one person has confirmed his early reputation it must be Mick Fowler. During the last fifteen years he has pulled off a further series of wonderful climbs and has established a world-wide reputation. Short holidays and family commitments have restricted his activities to accessible peaks up to the 7000-metre level – no 8000-metre-peak-bagging here – but these have been amply balanced by the sheer sporting challenge of his chosen climbs: on Changabang the steep remorseless ice slopes, the sustained mixed climbing on Taweche, the tenuous route-finding on Arwa Tower, the spindrift battles on Mount Kennedy and the relentlessly steep technical ice work on Siguniang. This latter climb, which he made with the equally tenacious Paul Ramsden, was internationally admired as the epitome of the challenging alpine climb in the greater ranges. Not surprisingly it attracted awards from their peers in both the United States and Europe.


The reader should not underestimate the commitment of these climbs. Climbing is, at this level, an extreme activity. Yet this factor, as it has always done, concentrates the mind and brings out the finest skills and judgements from those who venture forth. The lure of the great line on the savage peak is as real now as when Balmat and Paccard first climbed Mont Blanc in 1786. Like the sailors who pit their skills against the great oceans of the world, the top mountaineers bring (usually with suitable humility and caution) their fitness, judgement, strength and skill to the great mountains. Mick Fowler and his friends are part of a New Golden Age of climbing that is now fully under way on the world’s greatest peaks, an even more exciting saga than the one played out in the Alps in the nineteenth century.


Most leading climbers commit themselves fully to the sport, deriving a living either from guiding or from lectures, books and various sponsorships. Mick does not fit this mould and has retained a ‘normal’ nine-to-five job with the Inland Revenue since he left school. He now heads one of the teams that is responsible for assessing the share value of unquoted companies, a seemingly arcane field, but one that is of vital interest to Britain in retaining its national wealth and preventing it from being spirited away to distant tax havens. Just as in climbing he warms to the task of unravelling the problems of a great peak, so too, in his professional life he is envigorated by the endless chess game with corporate lawyers and accountants.


I have climbed with Mick for just one week of rock climbing on the island of Mingulay in the Outer Hebrides. He was not the athletic super star I had expected and indeed, even though far younger than me, I was delighted to find that his rock skills seemed reassuringly mainstream and we both shared a simple enjoyment of climbing. Yet here is one of our greatest mountaineers. Those who have partnered him on his big climbs speak respectfully of his all-round skills, stamina and coolness under pressure. It is also clear that his guile and judgement count for a lot. When these qualities are combined with a patient tenacity the most daunting mountain situations can be overcome. Readers will be able to assess this in his entertaining and exciting book which will surely take its place as one of the most important accounts of contemporary high-standard climbing.





Chris Bonington


Caldbeck, Cumbria, 2005














Prologue


This book records a selection of my climbs of recent years that I have found rewarding and memorable. Chronologically there is some overlap with Vertical Pleasure (1995). The theme of both books is similar, though the pace may have quickened. Chapter 1 gives background information for those who have not read the earlier book.


In introducing On Thin Ice I should stress that climbing can be a dangerous activity. I hope my writing brings out the joy of adventurous climbing but please remember that I, and my companions, have made these climbs after serving long apprenticeships that have equipped us with the skills and experience to make a reasonable assessment of the risks involved. The Scottish cliffs in winter, and hard alpine climbs in winter and summer, provide the ideal training for anyone with aspirations to climb in the greater ranges.


In the text the use of christian names has been broken up with use of the more formal but more reader-friendly surnames. Heights and distances also prompted debate and it was decided to use imperial measures for horizontal distances and metric for the vertical, an uneasy combination that I hope will find approval. Technical climbing terms have been kept to a minimum and those used are now generally familiar.


I would like to pay tribute to: my wife Nicki and our children Tessa and Alec for putting up with my long absences; to my climbing partners for their skills and good humour, together with the others on our trips for injecting fun and camaraderie into proceedings; to my agent and publishing team; and to Chris Bonington, who has honoured me by writing the foreword.


Modern climbs could not be achieved without fine equipment and clothing. In this respect the North Face has given me unstinting support as long-term sponsors. I am also indebted to Black Diamond, Scarpa and Cascade designs for their products.


Finally I must pay tribute to the Mount Everest Foundation, the BMC and other funds (Nick Estcourt etc.) for their financial support – contributing vital additions to expedition budgets of British climbers.





Mick Fowler


Melbourne, Derbyshire, 2005









Chapter One


Background to it all





Alan Rouse gives direction – my early climbing – the great alpine classics – ice climbing trips to Scotland – early Himalayan ventures – The Mountaineers’ Mountaineer – photoshoot at Harrison’s Rocks


One day, back in 1981, at a drunken climbing party in Sheffield, a twenty five-year-old taxman found himself talking to Alan Rouse, then one of Britain’s most talented and forward-looking mountaineers.


I felt a little uncomfortable and awestruck. Al Rouse was very much a leading light of his generation with achievements ranging from first ascents in the Himalaya to reputedly drinking vomit from Noel Odell’s pre-war Everest boot at a Cambridge University Mountaineering Club dinner. The London-based group that I was part of felt that such achievements were to be admired if not repeated. To me he was very much a contemporary hero. I felt slightly honoured that he was talking to me and listened awkwardly whilst he enthused about South America.


I was of course aware of various possibilities but my civil service job came with a limited holiday entitlement and I was very wary of the time commitment of greater range climbing trips and the health problems posed by high altitude. That said, I had just climbed the North Face of the Eiger and was close to completing my tick list of alpine classics. I was ready to try somewhere new and exploratory. Al Rouse caught me at just the right time. His enthusiasm for the potential for short trips to Peru was infectious and led directly to Chris Watts and me making the first ascent of the South Buttress of Taulliraju in 1982.


At that time I was obsessed. I tended to regard any day off work, which was not spent climbing, as a day wasted. I often wonder whether failure would have prompted me to drop the idea of greater range climbs as an inefficient use of my limited holiday entitlement. But, as it turned out, we had completed the climb and were ready to return home after just two weeks away. A realisation of what could be achieved, whilst holding down a full-time job, dawned on me. And success gave me my first taste of an enduring sense of euphoria which, combined with the eye-opening, mind-expanding experience of operating in the developing world, ensured that I was hooked. A way of life had been born.


But, going back farther, it was my father George’s fault really. I can thank him for introducing me to the pleasures of the outdoors, firstly via walking trips in North Wales and the Lakes and then to rock-climbing at the sandstone outcrops of the Weald – nearer our London home.


I would not pretend today that I was exactly enthusiastic about all of those early trips but they must have had some long-lasting effect. In fact, I now find myself repeating the process and introducing my own children Tess (thirteen) and Alec (ten), to the rigours of outdoor action. George had limited experience of the outdoors and to a certain extent we were learning together, progressing from hill-walking to scrambling and then on to rock climbs where we peaked at around the Very Difficult grade.


By 1969 I was thirteen, and George was now keen to get involved in alpine mountaineering. Up till then we had sort of just found our way – but George was more hesitant on the mountaineering front. Twenty years before he had accumulated some unwelcome experience of alpine crevasses and benightment. Such memories led him to book us in for a week’s course run by the Austrian Alpine Club in the Tyrol’s Stubai Alps. I was too young but he persuaded them to take me anyway.


The whole experience was something of an eye-opener. Not only were the mountains monstrously huge and spectacular compared to those back home, but dangers such as rockfall and gaping crevasses were memorably new experiences. At one point it was decided that the group should practise crevasse rescue and I have an enduring memory of an extremely refined young man called Ignatius smiling grimly whilst walking boldly over the edge of an open crevasse. The idea was that another member of the course would arrest his fall and Ignatius would then demonstrate self-rescue by prusiking up the rope. This somehow didn’t happen and the rope-holder was soon skidding rapidly towards the edge. The guide was next on the rope but the bare ice of the nearly snow-free glacier gave no ready purchase. Ignatius fell heavily onto a convenient snow bridge whilst the guide stopped the second man two feet from the edge. This crevasse rescue business looked all very exciting. I have treated them with great respect ever since.


But George was not to be deterred. With the course completed he set about using our new found experience to the full. The next few summers were spent ticking off the easier routes up the 4000-metre peaks of Switzerland until, after a few years off (teenage revolt), I was suddenly motivated to tackle some of the famous alpine climbs I had seen.


By this stage I had been visiting the southern sandstone outcrops under my own steam for some years and the friends I made there were obvious climbing partners for a first foray onto harder alpine climbs. In 1976 Mike Morrison, John Stevenson, (two like-minded South Londoners) and I resigned from our jobs, squeezed into my 850cc minivan and headed out to Chamonix for two months.


The transition to harder alpine climbs went remarkably smoothly. All that experience gained with George on easier 4000-metre terrain stood me in good stead. Mike and John were more hesitant but by the time we returned home in September I had, together with Howard Crumpton, a more experienced climber from South London, managed an early ascent of the highly respected Cecchinel/Nominé route on the Eckpfeiler Buttress of Mont Blanc. A further two-month trip in 1977 led to regular seasons where I aimed primarily for the North Face classics, such as the Matterhorn and Eiger. These were first climbed back in the 1930s but were far from straightforward and provided Mike Morrison and me with plenty of fine epics and enduring memories. By and large I stuck to established routes in the Alps but I did manage a new line on the Eckpfeiler with the Cardiff climber Phill Thomas but, on a face already criss-crossed with routes, this felt uncomfortably like a series of variations. My first published article was about that climb, so I suppose it must have made a mark. In general though I steadily began to think that the most appealing mountaineering lines in the Alps had been climbed and that inspiring unclimbed objectives lay further afield.


My attitude in the UK was very different. Regular trips to southern sandstone were possible on public transport and this enabled Mike Morrison, John Stevenson and me to achieve a reasonable standard of ability and establish a fair number of new climbs, even before we acquired minivan transport in late 1975 – a development that marked a sea change in our activities. From that time we spent virtually every weekend away climbing. From London, it was just as easy to get to the sea cliffs of the South-West as the traditional areas of North Wales and the Lakes. The more we climbed the more we noticed unclimbed possibilities and set about attempting them. At one stage (1976/7) our enthusiasm for technical rock climbing was such that John Stevenson and I moved to Sheffield – heartland of the English rock climbing scene. John stayed but, after a year or so of climbing virtually non-stop on the gritstone and limestone outcrops of the Peak District, I tired of the intensely competitive, locally focused scene and moved back to London where, ironically, I found it much easier to find partners keen to drop everything and spend weekends exploring the climbing potential in the more remote parts of the UK.


Gradually, as our horizons broadened we became aware of huge unclimbed sea cliffs in Devon, Kent and Orkney to name just a few. The urge to have a go was irrepressible. The approaches to some of these cliffs were often serious in their own right and the rock we came across was varied to say the least. Sometimes, as on the chalk cliffs at Dover, it was soft enough to use ice-axes and crampons, whereas in other places, such as some of the big shale cliffs in Devon and Cornwall, we improvised by using pieces of angle iron as ‘peg’ runners. In retrospect I suppose accumulating all this experience at tackling unusual and challenging situations was to put me in good stead for greater range mountaineering trips. But I certainly never regarded adventure climbs in the UK as training exploits; they were simply exciting ways to break up five-day stints working as a tax collection manager in a London office.


Winter weekends became particularly rewarding. By the late seventies, road improvements had reduced the London to northern Scotland driving time to ten hours, making even the most distant places reachable in a weekend. Eleven weekends in a row remains my personal best at the time of writing. Shield Direct on Ben Nevis, climbed in March 1979, was a great start. An easily accessible, snaking ice line on Britain’s most popular winter climbing mountain was something of an unexpected introductory bonus which opened our eyes to Scotland’s vast potential. In the coldest conditions bizarre alternative venues closer to home were investigated for ice climbing potential, varying from coastal waterfalls in North Devon to frozen toilet overflows on St Pancras station.


By the early 1980s I was regularly practising all of these branches of climbing. The great classics had been ticked off and I was keen to act on Al Rouse’s advice and start on the bigger challenges further afield.


After climbing in the Andes a trip to the Greater Himalaya was the next step. In 1984 my first efforts on Bojohagur Duanasir, in the Karakoram range of Pakistan, were pathetically ineffectual. We never actually tied onto the rope and were totally unable to cope with the rigours of altitude. But in 1987 success with Victor Saunders on the prestigious Golden Pillar of Spantik (7027m) overcame any lingering doubts cementing my enthusiasm for such ventures. This was more like it. Good ethnic action combined with Scottish-style mixed climbing, plus an icy Devon-style shale chimney thrown in for good measure. I always knew that North Devon ice climbing experience would come in useful!


The Spantik climb brought Victor and I into higher profile. This was a climb that combined an obviously challenging target with a small team approach to big scale mountaineering.


Since then there has been no turning back.


These objectives don’t have to be mountaineering but they do have to be based in steep and varied parts of the world where uncertainty and challenge mean that plenty of memorable moments are likely to ensue.


Possibly as a result of Spantik and the Taulliraju climb in 1989 I was flattered to be voted ‘Mountaineers’ Mountaineer’ in The Observer’s Experts’ Experts series. To this day I can’t quite work out how it happened. Pleased as I was with my alpine and greater range ascents, they hardly compared with the monumental achievements of the likes of Reinhold Messner, Doug Scott or Chris Bonington. The key to this conundrum appeared to lie in the lack of any firm direction on the criteria to be applied by those required to vote. It may be that as these giants of the sport were seen to already be public property, climbers wished to opt for someone less well known – a representative of ‘the underground’ so to speak. But why should I worry? The Observer had decided that I was the Mountaineers’ Mountaineer and a photographer had been sent to capture some suitably spectacular shots with which to illustrate the piece.


In retrospect I can confidently assert that the decision to go for a beer before posing for the photographs was an error. The freelance photographer employed by The Observer was not familiar with climbing and wanted to ‘discuss the shoot first’. The Crown overlooking the green in the village of Groombridge is conveniently situated close to the much frequented sandstone outcrops in Kent. And an extremely fine pub it is, the sort where time just sort of slips by. I had only managed to give a very brief outline of what this climbing game was all about when our glasses were empty and refills were judged necessary.


Suitably refreshed, we strolled along the track towards Harrison’s Rocks. The usual form on these sandstone outcrops is to rig up a top rope and climb stiff problems in complete safety. This did not fit in with the photographer’s idea of action climbing fit for a Mountaineers’ Mountaineer. Instead he searched for a position from which he could capture some spectacular solo climbing from a vantage point halfway up the cliff. A nondescript crack, I think it was the one known uninspiringly as Noisome Cleft Number 2, was deemed sufficiently difficult-looking and well positioned. Soon the photographer was in position and it was time to go.


‘OK,’ he shouted. ‘Take it slowly.’


The climb was not hard and I was able to focus on holding hopefully photogenic positions and not worry too much about the difficulty. After two or three ascents the photographer was clearly nonplussed.


‘Mmmmm, we can do better. Could you lean out more, please?’


By the third or fourth time I was getting better at understanding exactly what he was after. The idea seemed to be for me to look as worried as possible and make the climb look as hard as possible. I laybacked spectacularly, wondered vaguely whether a large hold that I missed out would feature in the photographs, grimaced in a suitably worried way and made a long stretch for a sloping edge.


Suddenly it was all going wrong. My hand slipped on the sandy hold and, before I could correct the situation, I was falling. As sod’s law would have it this was one of the very few climbs at Harrison’s with a nasty landing. With a suitable look of panic and concern I landed heavily on my side between two boulders. The click of the camera shutter continued for a few seconds, followed by silence.


‘You OK?’ he enquired, doubtless wondering if this sort of behaviour was normal.


The fall had been five metres or so and I lay quietly waiting for the immediate pain to subside. A small crowd gathered to marvel at the Mountaineers’ Mountaineer in his unflattering posture. Helpful comments poured forth liberally:


‘Did you slip?’


‘Shall I call an ambulance?’


‘I think there’s a doctor farther down the crag.’


Things were not going well. I struggled to swivel round and sit up, whilst trying to give one of those disarming ‘it’s all OK really’ smiles. A pain shot through my rib cage. In fact I had been fortunate in that I had landed on my side between the boulders, rather than directly on top of them. One though must have caught me a glancing blow in the ribs. It hurt – and while I managed to smile enough for the crowd of onlookers to disperse there was no way I was going to be able to continue performing as required.


I looked unhappy. So did the photographer. The discovery that he had set his camera incorrectly was the last straw. We sat grimly contemplating the situation.


‘This is my first assignment for The Observer,’ he confided, staring miserably around. ‘What do you think?’


I did feel sorry for him; but what I was beginning to think was a visit to hospital might be in order.


‘Perhaps I could manage an abseil.’


It felt rather pathetic really. A caption reading ‘Mountaineers’ Mountaineer abseiling at Harrison’s’ didn’t seem quite right somehow.


But there was nothing else for it. The abseil was excruciating with the resultant photo showing me grimacing and curled in pain, whilst fighting hard to keep a grip on the rope.


I visited casualty on the way home.


‘Cracked ribs. Take it easy. You’ll be OK.’


A couple of days later the photographer rang.


‘They’re not really very good,’ he said sadly. ‘I don’t think they’ll use me again.’


‘Probably not me either,’ I sympathised.









Chapter 2


The Essential Components of Fun





Visit to Petra – Christmas noodles in Wadi Araba – a meal with the Jordanian border police – a wild taxi ride in the desert snow – climbing at Wadi Rum


‘Jordan. I like the idea of Jordan.’ Nicki and I were still in the ‘getting to know you better’ stage of our relationship and her suggestion of a venue for our first holiday together rather caught me by surprise. Yet it seemed to fit in well with my ‘steep and varied parts of the world’ criteria. It also sharply focused my attention on the adventurous side of her personality, for when she said Jordan I already knew her well enough to know that she meant ‘adventure’ Jordan rather than tourist Jordan. We had a week over Christmas to spend together and I had visions of sun-baked rock climbing in the desert, exploring desert gorges, sub-aqua in the Red Sea and passionate Middle Eastern nights. It was by far the best suggestion that either of us had come up with. My enthusiasm was immediate.


The well-known British desert climber Tony Howard had published a book on desert climbs and treks in Jordan and one in particular caught our eye. It was the ten-mile gorge that connects the ancient red rock carved town of Petra to the broad expanse of the Wadi Araba, a vast arid plain straddling the Jordan/Israel border.


I was prepared to compromise my anti-tourist trip principles to the extent of visiting Petra, and so was Nicki who has a degree in archaeology. We were both stunned, as everyone is, by the spectacular approach. The valley narrows and becomes a deep slit called a siq, perhaps three metres wide and seventy high. It was quite dark at the bottom and the twisting and turning means that it is never possible to see very far. Suddenly on rounding a corner there ahead, framed by the walls of a narrow passage, is the front of the Treasury, the surviving showpiece from the Nabatean kingdom that ruled this desert trade route from the 4th century BC to the 2nd AD.


The first impression was that it was much bigger than I expected. A full 30 metres high, the façade is intricately carved out of the solid red rock face. Four lofty classical pillars support the entrance. The chisel marks made by those who hacked it out by hand were clearly visible. I felt humbled by the thought of the incredible effort required to build the necessary scaffolding and the skills that had fashioned thousands of tons of rock in such an accurate and awe-inspiring manner.


The tourist trail now opened out and wandered down the wider gorge past more stunningly carved buildings and ended where it narrowed again and our trek began. Ahead lay the challenge, which had been the main reason we had come to Petra – the long and difficult gorge leading down for about ten miles to the rock and sand desert of the Wadi Araba. To the best of our knowledge, a party led by Tony Howard had climbed up this gorge but no westerners had ever descended it.


Up till this point I had been rather self-conscious about the bulging rucksacks we were carrying but now they felt more suited to the terrain. There was a small stream and initially the narrow flood plain was cultivated by the Bedouin. Huge well featured red sandstone walls towered overhead and I couldn’t help but admire some very fine crack lines that just called out to be climbed, but we didn’t have the equipment and Nicki was getting into full expedition ‘we must move on’ mode.


Soon we were fighting our way through dense vegetation to the top of the first step in the gorge. Here the stream tumbled down a 70-degree rock face for around 100 metres. There was no obvious way to continue.


‘Any suggestions?’


Nicki clearly expected me – the experienced mountaineer – to have the solution to this problem. I peered hopefully over the edge, noting that our single thirty-metre rope was inadequate for abseiling hundred-metre drops. We could break the abseil but that would mean using intermediate anchor points and we had very few pieces of equipment with us.


‘Perhaps we could climb down that way?’ Nicki was pointing at a water-worn log protruding from a hole to one side of the watercourse. We scrambled carefully down. It wasn’t too difficult but with a big drop down below, we moved cautiously. The holds led to the piece of wood which, on closer inspection, had clearly been placed there to aid progress over a difficult section. It seemed as if this upper section, at least, was well frequented by the Bedouin locals.


A short length of outrageously tatty rope hung from the wood. It was sufficient to pass a difficult section and allow us to scramble on down to the foot of the waterfall. Now we were in the depths of the gorge. Steep slopes interspersed with vertical walls towered 100m above us on both sides. The way on was obvious and we picked our way on down the stream bed, squeezing between huge jammed boulders and wading in waist-deep water. The wading wouldn’t have been so bad except for the fact that it was cold. Low temperatures were not exactly what we had expected in Jordan but the normally cloudless sky was becoming increasingly obscured by a layer of high cloud and there was no doubt about it … it was cold. We sat shivering on a large boulder looking hesitantly at an obviously deep section of wading ahead.


‘Do you think it might rain?’


Nicki’s question focused the mind on the most serious aspect of this venture. It doesn’t rain very much in this part of the world but when it does the run off is such that tiny streams such as ours can rapidly be transformed into raging torrents. We peered warily upwards. No doubt about it – the weather was looking increasingly threatening. In fact, as we sat there the first drops of rain pattered down. Nicki was studying the vertical walls on either side of the narrow deep section ahead.


‘Better get through this quickly.’


I couldn’t help but agree. The water here was so deep that the only way to keep our rucksacks dry was to hold them on our heads. At one point a huge boulder wedged across the canyon forced us to duck down until we were up to our necks with the rucksacks at nose level. When the floor opened out somewhat we were able to escape the water and gain a scree slope. With uncharacteristic foresight we had brought woolly jumpers and waterproofs which we now struggled into. It felt very strange to be pulling on this kind of equipment in such a usually hot and arid part of the world. This said, it was raining harder now but our little stream, probably the only one for miles, was not yet looking in any way threatening. All the same, the next section looked particularly committing; the gorge narrowed and a long section of deep murky water could be seen to cover the bottom. Swimming would be necessary. This in itself was OK but the gorge curled out of sight and there was no way of knowing how long this section might go on for, but to fail to complete it would result in a challenging swim back against the flow.


The skies gave us a clear signal. We sat there miserably considering our predicament. Nicki spoke first.


‘I hope you’ve got a decent Christmas present for me.’


I had completely forgotten it was Christmas day. Also, a more distressing thought from someone keen to pursue the relationship, I didn’t have a present of any kind laid on, let alone a decent one. The thought also struck me that my chosen evening meal of noodles and mashed potato might not go down well as a romantic Christmas dinner.


On one side of the gorge a scree slope appeared to give access to a shelf above the vertical walls that dropped sheer to the bottom. We were still in with a chance of descending the entire gorge if not in the perfect floor-hugging style that we would have preferred.


The boulders of the scree slope were dripping wet but free from moss or vegetation of any kind. This kind of weather was clearly a marked departure from the norm and it felt somewhat incongruous to be struggling up a Middle Eastern scree slope in now pouring rain and full waterproofs. Our nice, sun-baked Christmas trip to the ever-warm Middle East was not turning out quite as planned.


But at least progress was being made. The shelf allowed easy movement for a few hundred yards and then it was possible to drop back down to the bottom of the gorge. Looking up the way we would have come down I could see vertical walls dropping into more stretches of deep water. At one point a huge smooth green boulder was wedged right the way across. I was glad we hadn’t come that way.


As dusk approached, the watercourse widened and a small over-hung flat area was visible on the far side. It looked to provide a sound camping site for Christmas type activity and I waded across the six-inch-deep stream to take a closer look. Whilst doing so I was aware of a low, rumbling sound. As I reached the far side though I could see that half a mile upstream a spectacular waterfall was plunging down the vertical side-wall. Either we had somehow missed it as we descended the gorge or it had appeared in a remarkably short time.


A shout from behind changed the focus of my attention. Nicki was about halfway across the thirty-foot watercourse in ankle-deep water. The stunted bushes growing from the upstream sandbanks were shaking under the strain of a foot high wall of water that was advancing at a running pace. Nicki also accelerated; it was touch and go for a few moments until she reached my side just ahead of the water. We were both aware of the dangers of flash floods but the sheer volume of water from one very localised source had caught us seriously by surprise. What would have happened if the flash flood had struck earlier, whilst we were wading narrow chest deep sections and ducking under wedged boulders. It didn’t take much to calculate that the water levels in the narrow sections of gorge must have been at least two metres high.


It was two rather chastened gorge descenders that turned to address the task of tent pitching and Christmas dinner preparing.


‘I’m getting wet.’


‘Shit.’ Packing for Jordan I hadn’t bothered to dig out a fully waterproof tent. The last straw was when the gas cylinder ran out and I had to admit that the spares were back in Petra where we had left our surplus gear. Lukewarm tea, together with digestive biscuits, mashed potato and noodles, all consumed in a damp tent did not bode well for romantic action. Nicki seemed to take all this in her stride – a tremendous boost to the chances of our relationship being a success I mused as I downed another mug of cold tea.


Breakfast of water and Weetabix with cold water, was another hurdle, but that too was successfully negotiated when she was actually heard to say that she ‘enjoyed this sort of thing’.


Outside it was cold, and misty. The cloud level had risen slightly and there was definitely snow on the upper slopes. Our plan was to return to Petra over the mountains and while the snow itself was a surprise it was not a huge problem. The poor visibility though could make things much more difficult. The whole Petra upland area is a deserted sandstone plateau cut by a series of vertical sided narrow gullies or siqs. We had experienced one of these on our approach to Petra and could easily imagine the problems they might cause if we tried to force a route through the clouds. Getting lost in a misty, snowy landscape, criss-crossed with narrow gorges could be pushing Nicki’s tolerance a little too far. I wasn’t keen either. An alternative plan was required.


There was only one obvious possibility. The Petra gorge disgorges into the Wadi Araba, a huge open dry valley straddling the border between Jordan and Israel. We knew that a road ran down the Wadi Araba on the Jordanian side of the border. This went to Aqaba on the Red Sea from where we would be able to get transport back to our gear in Petra. A description in Tony Howard’s guide to Jordan gave us a rough idea of where to go. With uncharacteristic foresight we also had a compass. From where we were the ground ahead looked sufficiently inhospitable to make the plan fall into the ‘very challenging’ category. Below us the gorge opened out and the stream flowed sluggishly between rock outcrops. Away from the water there was virtually no vegetation, little more than a rubble-strewn desert. With the dank mist the visibility was poor. The first priority was to follow the stream and get out into the open Wadi from where we might be able to locate the small village that the guidebook referred to. If that failed, the road, running north-south, should be easy to find if we took a westerly compass bearing. The village, Bir Madhkur, seemed more attractive … it might even provide us with a second breakfast.


At first the going was pleasant, sandy strips alongside the watercourse allowed fast progress and rocky outcrops on either side made for interesting and varied scenery. Some of them looked to provide idyllic climbing. Soon though the ground opened out and the stream soaked away into the desert landscape.


Soon two large Bedouin tents loomed out of the mist. I found this amazing. The landscape was so harsh and unaccommodating that it was difficult to see why any local might want to come here.


But this was no time to pontificate on the whys and wherefores of the situation. The Bedouin dogs had seen us and were approaching menacingly. Nicki had spent a year living with tribal Ladhakis in the Himalayas and had experience of vicious dogs.


‘Stones … pick up some stones.’


In fact it had been an instinctive reaction. We both stood there with handfuls of stones. The dogs were perhaps fifty yards away and approaching slowly but noisily. The tents were fifty yards or so behind the dogs. I couldn’t help but think that the Bedouin might not be too pleased to see us stoning their dogs. Also I wasn’t convinced that it would work very well and feared that the end result could be ferocious animals running towards us with bared fangs as we ineffectually scrabbled to pick up more stones. Nicki threw her first stone.


‘You wouldn’t do that to Nanda.’ I was thinking of her recently acquired Labrador puppy.


‘This is different.’


She had a point. They were still heading our way and looked unlikely to greet us with a friendly Labrador-type nuzzle.


The stone missed its target but had a positive effect. They stopped moving forward. I threw one of mine just to make sure. It appeared that the dogs were used to having rocks thrown at them and presumably feared that we were much more accurate throwers than we actually were.


We sneaked past, giving dogs and tents a wide berth. Interestingly despite the ferocious barking and obvious occupancy of the tents we never saw anyone taking the slightest interest in what might be going on. I wondered if anyone would have paid any attention if the dogs had torn us limb from limb.


Ploughing on through the mist, we were surprised to find occasional signs of habitation; the usual sort of rubbish – a discarded rubber shoe, the odd plastic bag, a cigarette end here and there. And there was what we called ‘the clothes tree’. It was just about the only tree that we had seen since exiting from the gorge. A proper tree, perhaps five metres high and with a good selection of gnarled but solid looking branches. How it had come to be adorned with scraps of clothing remained a mystery. High up in one branch there appeared to be the remains of a dead animal. We scurried past, wondering vaguely if it might be the focus of some sort of religious ritual.


Our elation at first spotting the settlement of Bir Madhkur was short-lived. Nicki declared it to be the ‘biggest shit-hole’ she had ever set eyes upon. It certainly did seem to lack a certain something. In fact I’m not sure to this day that this was actually Bir Madhkur or whether it was a settlement at all. It was more a row of perhaps ten grey concrete shelters, some occupied by domestic animals and one appearing to have a family living in it. Most of the cells had no roof and the whole construction appeared to be largely abandoned. Why anyone should want to build a row of single-storey, single-cell concrete structures in such an arid and inhospitable place was quite beyond me. There didn’t seem to be a water supply of any kind. There was no vegetation at all and, judging by the sand swept against the walls, the position on a rounded rib made the place particularly exposed to sandstorms. The one resident family was not very friendly and hopes of a pleasant coffee and breakfast were out of the question. We didn’t even bother to stop.


But our rudimentary map was correct. Not only had it enabled us to follow a compass bearing to find Bir Madhkur but there was, as it promised, a motorable track leading straight for the Amman/Aqaba road. Our route-finding problems seemed to be over.


Half a mile away was a hill adorned with what appeared to be a military building of some kind. As we walked down the road a figure appeared from the building and started shouting in Arabic. We hesitated:


‘What do you reckon?’


The empty expanse of the Wadi Araba opened around us.


‘Not much point in running.’


The figure was waving a gun and there really was no doubt that he urgently wanted to speak to us. We waited for him to catch us up.


He was young, perhaps thirteen years old, and appeared mentally sub-normal. I watched warily as he fingered the gun, balancing up the pros and cons of trying to stop him pointing it at us. He kept pointing to the hill station and beckoning. I was scared. This loud-mouthed youth looked dangerously out of control. We were wary of accompanying him except as an absolute last resort. Smiles, diplomacy and a firm approach seemed the best tactic. The handshakes were tense but we sensed a slight softening. He stopped pointing towards the hill fort and instead fixed us with a piercing stare.


‘We have come from Petra and are going to Aqaba,’ Nicki announced authoritatively.


Trying hard to smile broadly, we bade him farewell and headed decisively along the track leading across the Wadi Araba. As we set off our unwanted escort persisted in accompanying us along the track. We walked together in this manner for perhaps thirty minutes. The skies were clearing and an isolated building, more like a concrete shed, fifty yards from the track, had been visible for the last five minutes.


Our unwanted companion was gesturing with his gun again and clearly wanting us to accompany him to this unappealing structure.


There were no doors or windows in the sides we could see – just drab sandblasted, sun-baked cement. Round the corner a dark green door was wide open and there, kneeling on what looked like a pile of camel skins, was a man. He stared at us intently as our hanger-on spoke. His initial expression – not exactly friendly – darkened considerably as we stood there. He was perhaps fifty-five years old, of a slim build with thin features and aggressive frown. I felt increasingly uncomfortable. It was pretty obvious that there was nothing but trouble for us here.


‘Best to be moving on,’ I announced in a routine sort of a way.


I must admit that I feel a lot more comfortable coping with difficult natural challenges than erratic humans with firearms. We both made movements away from the hut. My fingers were so firmly crossed … we really had no way at all of predicting how they might react. It was a tense time. Five yards … no reaction. Ten yards … no reaction.


We arrived back at the track and turned right towards the Amman/Aqaba road. We could see the hut out of the corners of our eyes. They were standing facing us talking between themselves. As we walked on they separated, the younger one staying at the hut, the older one moving in the same direction as us but parallel to the track. It was frightening to see that he was still showing an interest but encouraging that, for whatever reason, he had clearly decided not to confront us head on. And so we continued, perhaps a hundred yards apart.


The terrain was now a flat, desolate, boulder-strewn desert. Visibility had improved and we could see for miles. Why then was there no sign of the road? The map showed it running north to south. We were walking exactly due west. Even with our dubious talents with the compass surely we couldn’t have missed it. Perhaps five miles ahead was a line of low hills which I took to be in Israel. About two miles ahead and half a mile to the south was a cluster of substantial white buildings. Presumably they were on a road, if not the road … but where were the cars? Surely we should be approaching the main Amman/Aqaba highway. From the map this was one of Jordan’s main highways; it seemed reasonable to expect it to be teeming with cars and lorries.


We were about a few hundred yards away when we spotted the first vehicle. It looked like something out of Star Wars … a huge articulated lorry with a box girder-like trailer was heading steadily southwards.


It was all beginning to add up to a potentially awkward situation. The close proximity to the Israeli border, the extreme sensitivity of the boy and man, and now increasing signs that the road we had been heading for was not a normal public highway. I regretted more and more the decision to leave our passports in Petra.


It was a road and a fine tarmac one at that. But by the time we reached it we had not seen any other vehicles. It felt somehow ludicrous leaving the track, turning sharp left and continuing in the direction of Aqaba, fifty miles to the south.


‘Should make it in two or three days,’ I quipped.


Black clouds still hung over the mountains but the skies had cleared over the Wadi Araba and the tarmac strip snaked across the flat expanse into a shimmering heat haze. We plodded tediously along the side of the road, heading for the white buildings that we had spotted earlier. Our shadow took up position fifty yards out into the desert on the other side. I noticed that he was now carrying his gun in his hand.


We carried on plodding along the road. It is amazing how familiarity can breed disinterest. I couldn’t help but recall my horror when I realised that the young lad we had met first was fingering a firearm.


‘He’s running forward now,’ observed Nicki in a slightly more concerned voice.


I looked over. The man was keeping parallel to us but was clearly intent on getting to the white buildings before us.


As we arrived there were perhaps ten men standing outside with our ‘friend’ proudly at their head. It seemed to be a military ambulance station and, perhaps unsurprisingly in view of the lack of traffic and lack of people, there was absolutely nothing going on. This of course meant they had unlimited time for us. The man who appeared to be in charge sported a heavy beard and had a smattering of English. He greeted us with a smile.


‘We are your friends. You must eat with us.’


The room we were led into had smooth grey concrete walls and floors, a simple table and six chairs. With just one small window the interior was distinctly dark and had a rather oppressive, intimidating feel. Nicki and I were given a chair each whilst the men scrabbled between themselves for the remaining four. It was immediately apparent that there was a strict hierarchy here. Soon all was relatively calm. All the chairs were occupied and those who couldn’t get their bums on seats perched with one buttock on the edge of the table. Everyone leaned forward and looked expectantly towards the man with the beard.


‘You have come from Petra,’ he announced gravely. He stared intimidatingly, his eyes exploring us, taking in our matted hair and dirty rumpled clothes. Suddenly he burst out into raucous laughter and the others, as if on cue, joined in. It was difficult to gauge his feelings; the mood seemed to swing from one extreme to the other within seconds.


‘You are tourists?’ he declared, banging the rickety steel table and invoking further roars of laughter. Nicki stepped in with a description of how we had descended the gorge from Petra and had intended to return to Petra over the mountains.


‘But now,’ she concluded, ‘the weather is bad in the mountains and so we want to return to Petra via Aqaba.’


Nicki’s words appeared to transfix them. Perhaps it was that these men were not used to women speaking out or perhaps they were simply frustrated by a posting which appeared to be totally boring and 100 per cent female-free. Either way they appeared not to know how to react. Robust exchanges in Arabic followed, punctuated by occasional shouts in the direction of the kitchen. We were not addressed again until scrambled egg on toast and black coffee were in front of us. The gap in conversation must have been at least five minutes and felt longer. I was beginning to feel slightly happier. This was certainly more relaxing than trying to placate gun-toting nomads of questionable mental state.


The bearded man addressed us again.


‘Open your bags … please.’


The use of the word ‘please’ after a few seconds hesitation seemed to prompt a further wave of inexplicable hilarity. This was not the easiest atmosphere to judge with any degree of certainty.


Our sodden rope was examined, squeezed and prodded with interest.


‘Your passports?’


Our host listened intently to our convoluted explanation. His response was unexpected.


‘You must go to Aqaba,’ he announced.


‘Finish your food. I will arrange a car.’


The driver of the car that he flagged down did not seem over-enamoured with the position he found himself in. Presumably he was a fairly senior businessman who had special authority to use the road. His initial attitude made it pretty clear that he had been driving contentedly south on his own but now he had suddenly acquired two unwanted dirty passengers who were in danger of staining his cloth upholstery. Unfortunately for him the road was clearly controlled by the military and any attempt to drop us off prematurely would doubtless have got him into all sorts of trouble. He was stuck with taking us to Aqaba and after a bit he clearly decided that he should make the best of a bad job.


And so the two hours to Aqaba passed in halting conversation about his refrigeration business and our lives as taxman and watercolour restorer. It is possible that neither of us really understood the other but the time passed quickly as we sped along the single strip of black tarmac cutting through the arid flats of the Wadi Araba. We saw no real settlements of any kind until the outskirts of Aqaba when one of the first roadside buildings was a police check post. Our driver stopped and a uniformed man poked his head in through the window.


‘Passports?’


Our account of their existence in the lids of our rucksacks at a hotel we were not staying at in Petra was sounding less convincing with repetition. Phone calls were made. Return calls were waited for. It was several hours later, when we were climbing into a taxi that I spotted the white Mercedes we had arrived in. It was still parked by the side of the building.


The staff in the hotel that we were dropped at in Aqaba required identification. A signed statement from the checkpoint police was deemed acceptable and so, an hour later I was back at the police post.


The Mercedes driver was just leaving as I arrived. I forgave his black look in response to my wave as I headed back to the building.


I steeled myself for a further ordeal of questioning but the officials were clearly tired of me and I was soon heading back to downtown Aqaba clutching an Arabic clearance note.


‘Bus to Petra, please.’


This didn’t seem too unreasonable a thing to say at the bus station. After all Aqaba is a pretty major town and Petra a pretty well-known and not too distant, tourist attraction.


‘No … no buses today. Snow on the road.’


‘Snow? In Jordan? On the road?’


It was surprising enough to see a dusting of snow on the tops but this really was something else. It was also a pain in the neck to put it mildly, and it was why we ended up in a taxi with a local Aqaba driver who had promised to take us to Petra and then back to Wadi Rum – a distance of a couple of hundred miles including his return to Aqaba.


He drove too fast, he chain-smoked, the heater didn’t work, and Nicki and I huddled nervously in the back seat as we hurtled across the darkened desert. Whenever he felt the car starting to slide in the snow, our driver’s attempt to save the situation consisted of raising both hands from the steering wheel and summoning the assistance of Allah. Twice we had to get out to help him to push the vehicle back onto the road. He blamed the conditions, saying there had been no snow like this in Jordan for forty years. We were not going to contradict him.


After retrieving our baggage, passports, etc. from the hotel at Petra we headed back south. When at last we arrived at the village of Wadi Rum our driver cheerfully accepted payment of a sum we worked out might just cover the cost of petrol. The fuel gauge was reading empty as he dropped us off and his tail lights receded into the distance on a desert track with no petrol station for miles.
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Wadi Rum was warm and dry, in fact very dry. As the sun rose on the small climbers’ campsite the stark arid beauty of the place was immediately apparent. The village was situated on a strip of flat sandy desert between huge walls rising sheer for 600 metres. At one point a spring at the foot of the rock encouraged a green dash of vegetation but the overwhelming feel of the place was one of arid desert punctuated by steep-sided mountains with rounded tops. Perched incongruously in all this was a rough campsite with large plastic shields for sandstorm protection but a newly built bunkhouse with cooking facilities and rest room gave a hint that there was something special about this place which attracted people from afar. Ten or so climbers from France and Italy completed the scene. The array of western styles and brightly coloured clothing heightened the sharp contrast between the small tourist community and the much larger Bedouin settlement.


Towering above the campsite was the huge red sandstone wall of Jebel Rum. Various modern climbs tackle this wall but our aims were more modest. The Bedouin are renowned for their climbing abilities and Bedouin youths had somehow reached the top of Jebel Rum via a line near the left end of the face. Yet the mountain appeared steep and impregnable to all but serious rock climbers. The idea of an unroped Bedouin ascent and, perhaps even more remarkable, safe descent seemed inconceivable. But the guidebook was insistent. Somewhere up there was an AD grade route called Steps of Assaf. These ‘traditional’ climbs by the Bedouin were originally an offshoot from hunting expeditions but they evidenced a natural and recognised climbing talent. [1]


As we walked towards the foot of Steps of Assaf we could imagine the excitement felt by Tony Howard’s team. The topography was difficult to anticipate. What we had thought was a deep wide chimney was in fact a narrow passage with 500-metre vertical walls which led deep into the mountain. It was another siq. The mountains that look so rounded from a distance are in fact frequently cleaved by these siqs, which complicate summit navigation and, as we now knew, can become lethal watercourses after heavy rain.


We sneaked round under the huge red walls overlooking the village. It was intimidating but at the point where the walls turned into the siq there was a blunt rib that appeared to provide at least a possibility. We scrambled hopefully upwards over fragile sandstone edges until a short overhanging section barred the way. At one point a metre high pile of stones looked to give enough height to reach above the overhang.


‘Looks unethical’’ I pointed out as Nicki wobbled disconcertingly.


I couldn’t help but notice that a cairn collapse could have most unwelcome consequences. These Bedouin boys are certainly not averse to a bit of adrenalin flow in their climbing ventures.


The cairn held firm. On we went, bobbing and weaving up steep and intimidating terrain – but always with cairns or cut holds to assist on difficult steps. The Bedouin route-finding never ceased to amaze. Time and time again impossible-looking steps were outflanked by cunning manoeuvres and higher and higher we rose above the surrounding desert. The final step was thirty-metres high and involved some slightly more technical climbing. Finally we stood on the summit plateau of Jebel Rum. I say plateau in the broadest sense. The terrain was one of smoothly rounded humps separated by slots of varying depth. I could not resist drawing comparisons to a sea of rounded sun-bronzed buttocks on a Mediterranean beach and gleefully clambered over them in search of the highest one. This was easier said than done. Steep-sided slots, some apparently bottomless, necessitated long detours and soon I began to fear that I might not be able to find my way back to the point where we had gained access to this weird and wonderful landscape. The day was threatening to draw to a close and a night on the tops without sleeping bags would be a chilly experience. I suggested that a descent might be in order and stood firm in the face of expressions of disappointment in being so near yet so far.


The day ended with a series of abseils and awkward down-climbing by headtorch. There was no moon and it was pitch black by the time we regained the campsite and rest room. We collapsed exhausted whilst an Italian climbing team enthusiastically plied us with wine.


Back in Aqaba I was to be introduced to an aspect of my wife-to-be’s personality that has caused considerable grief and many excess baggage arguments on mountaineering trips over the years. Her philosophy is to ensure that items of ethnic interest are brought home from every place that she deems of sufficient interest. Over the years I have returned from climbing trips with items varying from two Indian brass buckets to an aluminium kettle to thirty metres of best Pakistani Kardi from Dehli.


I hate shopping. I stare morosely at everything on offer, fret that I am paying too much and am rarely satisfied with my purchase. So it was with a sense of shock and amazement that I witnessed the rapid accumulation of Arabic coffee pots, huge rugs, a Bedouin drum and various other bits and pieces. Nicki was positively in her element.


‘These will look lovely at home’ she enthused.


‘You live in a small flat’ I pointed out. ‘And excess baggage is about £10 a kilo.’


But such enthusiasm was not to be quashed by negative comments. We had arranged our flights as part of a package group and I had to admire the skill with which our luggage mountain was blended with the more modest bags of the other passengers. Potential excess baggage problems were thus solved. Import duty fears at Heathrow fell by the wayside with a suitably smiling flirty approach.


Back in London we collapsed in around a huge pile of ‘shopping’ in the middle of the floor. Nowadays it is spread attractively around our house but such a vision was difficult to imagine then. I just wondered where we would put it all.


A satisfied feeling came over me as I contemplated the criteria necessary for maximum holiday pleasure: new places, adventure, challenges, uncertainty, interest, ethnic action and wild, preferably mountainous, terrain. That Nicki clearly shared such pleasures, left me with a positive feeling about our relationship too.







	

1 In 1952 Sheikh Hamdan guided the first recorded European ascent by Charmian Longstaff and Sylvia Branford. In the 1970s and 1980s Hammad Hamdan (son of Sheikh Hamdan) made quite a local reputation by climbing numerous difficult lines for his own pleasure, without using any modern equipment. Foreign interest in climbing in Jordan did not really take off until 1984 when a British team led by Tony Howard was invited by the Jordanian Ministry of Tourism and with the help of local Bedouin climbers/hunters thoroughly explored the potential of the Wadi Rum area. Their subsequent articles and photographs in the mountaineering press inspired other climbers and undoubtedly led directly to the current popularity of this remarkable desert outpost. The subsequent guide-book reinforced the interest.[back]
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