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Advice to Readers





Fellwalking, fellrunning and, especially, scrambling, are not completely safe; judging the risks against the likely pleasures is part of the point of it. Walkers and scramblers should satisfy themselves that they have the necessary skills and equipment: instruction in this is not part of the aim of this book. Despite Haskett Smith and the picture in Chapter 15, the Napes Needle is a serious climb that would normally be undertaken with ropes and belays.


The sketch maps are based on an out-of-copyright Bartholomew’s half-inch sheet, and are not intended for navigation on the hill.


Paths and stiles can change. I’ll be happy to hear of any updates or corrections, through the publishers.
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INTRODUCTION


The greatness of Gable
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Great Gable from Pillar






‘Grand to look at, grand to look from, and grand to climb’—so Gable was described over a hundred years ago. It’s the hill that has been the birthplace of two separate sorts of hill sport, and that today receives some 20,000 ascents each year.


This book is an exploration of Great Gable: its eleven main ways for walkers, its scrambles and its climbs.


But it’s also a study of what it means to be a mountain in today’s world. Cultural biographies are already on my shelves for Snowdon, Everest and Ben Nevis. Each of these is its country’s high point. But in England, rather than Scafell Pike, I’ve preferred to walk up into the life and times of Great Gable. Here is England’s finest viewpoint, and its iconic pinnacle. Its two faces, the Great Napes and Gable Crag, express the light and the dark of rock climbing. Many fine hills have fine ales named for them: but Great Gable isn’t just a beer, it’s a brewery. For many, myself included, Gable was the first hill; for many, too, Gable is the last resting place of our ashes.


I find I recognise mountains more easily than human beings; and maybe Great Gable is occupying a slot in my brain designed for an acquaintance of my own species. But Gable is a place, not a person. Accordingly, out of the many ways I could have described it (historically, or geologically, or even alphabetically) I have chosen clockwise. Ascents are described out of Wasdale, then round by Buttermere to Honister. The new Chapter 10 added for the ebook version starts out of Ennerdale, taking advantage of the recent ‘rewilding’ (a late response to the spruce abuse in Wordsworth’s Guide to the Lakes) by the Forestry Commission. The book ends up in Borrowdale, before homing in on the Great Napes.


Arbitrarily, I’ve included Green Gable, Brandreth, Grey Knotts and even Fleetwith Pike as foothills of Great Gable. Each of these can reasonably be crossed on a walk whose real aim is Gable. And it would be a shame to miss out Fanny Mercer’s interesting alpenstock accident.


Life, death, and fellwalking: the great questions all ask themselves on Great Gable. And first among those questions is the Riddle of Sphinx Rock: what did we come up here for anyhow?
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Route 1 via Beck Head from Wasdale
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Start: Wasdale Head


Distance to summit: 4km (2½ miles)


Total ascent: 820m (2,700ft)


Terrain: Steep stony paths, scree and boulder.


How good? This route avoids all Gable’s most interesting aspects for a relentless plod to the summit.






From Wasdale Head, head upstream to the right of Lingmell Beck, forking right after 200 metres on a smaller path to pass left of Burnthwaite Farm. After 1½km comes a long footbridge over Gable Beck. Straight after this, turn left, up through a gate, to climb the steep south-west spur of Gable. At the 450m contour, the path turns left, to slant up the valley side of the Gable Beck and reach Beck Head col. The tarns at Beck Head are often dry, but there is a spring just to the right of where the path reaches the col.


From the right-hand end of the Beck Head col, a wide scree path slants up left to the steep north-west spur of Gable. It joins the spur at a grassy platform with a single iron fencepost, with the Moses Trod path descending beyond. But for the summit, head right, straight up the steep spur, on eroded paths. The way is on stones and scree, then through large boulders to the summit plateau.




1 THE RIDDLE OF SPHINX ROCK
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Sphinx Rock from the Screes Path






‘What goes on four legs in the morning, on two at noon, and in the evening on two legs and two walking poles?’ Given 2,000 years to think about it, the original Riddle of the Sphinx is not really all that tricky. The Riddle of Sphinx Rock is tougher, though. And it’s posed to anyone on any of the surrounding slopes. ‘Just how great is Gable?’ Or, to put it another way, ‘What on earth are you up here for?’


Answers are important, even if they always come afterwards and contradict each other. With the invention of Alpinism, climbers could stop carrying aneroids and measuring the boiling point of water all the way up. With the discovery of Picturesque Beauty, early Lakes tourists no longer needed to make notes on the blacklead mine holes and the quaint customs of the Cumbrians. Today, the aim of it all is, apparently, to stand among the orange peel alongside some summit cairn.


Are we going up Gable to tick it off our list? No, because we’ve been up Gable several times already. Are we going up it for the view? If that were the case, then it’d be Westmoreland’s Cairn that had the trample marks and the occasional abandoned boot, rather than the summit knoll.


Wainwright had a thing about Haystacks, but overall Gable must be Lakeland’s most-loved mountain. Whatever it is we go up hills for, it’s something that Great Gable has and that Great End, by comparison, lacks.


For starters, there’s the shape. From Wasdale, it’s the original and architectural gable end—from everywhere else, it’s a sort of bowler hat—but always recognisable, and always important and big. We like the look of certain of our fellow humans: I might mention Johnny Depp, I might mention Meg Ryan. Depending on your gender preference, Johnny and Meg appeal to certain obvious and explainable instincts. Great Gable appeals to an instinct that, for now, remains nameless. It’s like the Matterhorn, and Snowdon and the Cobbler, in having a shape that makes you want to get your leg up over it.


Skiddaw too is shapely: but Skiddaw is spoilt by having an easy way up. Gable plays a better game. Every path (except the rebuilt Breast Path from Sty Head) has boulders, scree and bare rock. Every path (and now including the Breast Path) involves steep ground. As the bowler-hat outline indicates, that steepness is at the top; and so every path involves an eagle’s eye view back across the valley and the lake.


Almost irrelevant in all this is Great Gable’s rocky little top knoll, the clear pool it once harboured now trampled by 20,000 pairs of Brashers. That so-sought summit stands a just-not-made-it 899m high, in its desert of stones, with its view of the inside of a cloud. Even if the cloud temporarily rises, all it reveals is an awful lot of stones, quite a few cairns, the edges of the plateau, and some similar stones on top of Scafell Pike.


‘What are you up to?’ asks the Sphinx. We thought we wanted to get to the top. Gable shows us that the answer’s more complicated than that. Indeed, for the very greatest of Gable, the trick is to avoid ever having to arrive at all. Skirt Gable on the Screes Path, high above Wasdale with that wonderful Wasdale view, rock overhead, rock underfoot, and you don’t even have to go uphill much. On the Ennerdale side there’s the Climbers’ Traverse, right up under the crags and getting dripped on by the overhangs.






Then consider all the other great places on Gable that aren’t its top. Seek out the cave with the spring, halfway up the southern screes. Seek out the Hanging Stone, and Moses Finger, and Moses’ one-time hut somewhere on Gable Crag. Go into little Gillercomb, suspended halfway up the side of Borrowdale. Crouch behind a boulder in Windy Gap, from where steep paths drop east and west, other steep paths climb north and south.


We go to the tops of the hills for the sake of the going, not for the tops. The greatness of Gable is in the places along the way. The answer to the difficult question is nothing to do with the cairn on top—Gable often doesn’t even have a cairn. But it is something to do with Westmoreland’s Cairn, Sour Milk Gill and the Napes Needle. To solve the riddle, simply consider the Sphinx Rock.




Route 2 Gavel Neese White Napes
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Start: Wasdale Head


Distance to summit: 3km (2 miles)


Total ascent: 820m (2,700ft)


Terrain: Steep stony paths, scree and rock: with optional Grade 1 scrambling.


How good? Arduous, but interesting.








For the mountain scrambler pure and simple the White Napes provides a fascinating way up the Gable.





George Abraham, British Mountain Climbs, 1909








White Napes…has no notable crags and little of interest.





A Wainwright, The Western Fells, 1966






From Wasdale Head, head upstream to the right of Lingmell Beck, forking right after 200 metres on a smaller path. After 1½km comes a long footbridge over Gable Beck. Straight after this, turn off left to climb the steep south-west spur of Gable. At the 450m contour you reach the contouring Screes Path (Route 13).


The comfortable way now is to take the Screes Path to the left, contouring across screes to reach Beck Head. The uncomfortable way is to take the Screes Path to the right, to reach Little Hell Gate (Route 16). However, the direct and adventurous will head up the grass and broken rocks of the White Napes. The spur rises to a final tower. For a scramble, Grade 1, this can be attacked on its left flank for 15m, when an exposed ledge leads across right to easier ground. More easily, contour left around the foot of the tower to go up a short scree behind it.


The top of the tower is a grassy ridge with perched boulders. Go up the ridge to the main mountain, where a scree path leads up immediately left of Westmoreland’s Crag—or the rocks to the right of the path can be scrambled. Contour right, along the crag top, to reach Westmoreland’s Cairn, and head uphill to the summit.




2 PINNACLES OF PERFECTION


Plato was no fellwalker. His sport of choice is indicated by his Metaphor of the Cave. In The Republic, he describes how he sat in some Greek equivalent of Gaping Gill, watching the flickering shadows made by fellow potholers, all of whom had burnt out their helmet torches except for the chap at the back. What we see are shadows: the real world is behind us and unknowable.


What is dog? We can look at an entity of the real world and say, ‘Yes, that is an example of dog,’ or ‘No, that one is human being.’ More, we can say, ‘Yes, that is dog, but with fewer legs, more hair, even noisier.’ This is possible because there is, in the realm of pure thought, an Idea of Dog. Only the Idea is completely real. Unfortunately, it is also completely unknowable. Any specific dog is dog insofar as it corresponds with the Idea of Dog. Thus the Ideal Dog has exactly four legs, is somewhere between hairy and fluffy, barks but not all the time, and so on.


And the Ideal Mountain is shaped like the Matterhorn.


Mountains that approach the ideal are nicknamed accordingly. Grisedale Pike is the ‘Lakeland Matterhorn’; Belles Knott is the ‘Matterhorn of Langdale’. Elsewhere, Sgurr na Ciche is the Knoydart Matterhorn, Cnicht is the Welsh Matterhorn, Yarigatake is the Matterhorn of Japan.


Great Gable, also, approaches this ideal of mountain form, a straight-sided triangle, breaking into crag for the upper third. At least, it does so when seen from Wasdale alongside its shapely sidekick Yewbarrow. (The Matterhorn itself is only the Matterhorn when seen from Zermatt: from anywhere else it has noticeable flat bits on the way up.) Gable pretends to be a classic pointy peak—thus living up to its name. For in the original Norse, Gavel was not only the fairly pointy end wall of your house, but also the very pointy bows of your boat.


But when it comes to the Platonically perfect pinnacle, that’s the Napes Needle. Any other pinnacle is a pinnacle insofar as it resembles this one: and as it differs from the Napes, by so much is it something other than pinnacle. The Old Man of Hoy has horizontal sandstone bedding; the Old Man of Storr is undercut like a pine-cone. They are pinnacles, but they would be more pinnacular with the rising line and two perched blocks of the Napes one. Those in foreign parts such as Yosemite or the Alps may be taller than the Napes: they are, accordingly, too tall. In 1909, George Abraham spotted a picture of the Napes Needle being sold ‘surreptitiously’ as a postcard at Chamonix, under the alias of the ‘Aiguille du Nuque’. Abraham doesn’t say so, but the postcard was presumably a pirated version of his own famous photograph.


So if you’re looking for the point of it, look at the Napes Needle. It is, quite simply, the abode of angels, who want to see how many can dance simultaneously on the small summit platform. It is the rock that reaches towards heaven, confounding Aristotle who said stones belong at the centre of the earth, which is why they so constantly strive in the downward direction.


Thus when, some time in the 1970s, a group of Peak District climbers wanted an act of ultimate anarchy, they plotted to blow off, with dynamite, the top block of Napes Needle. This would have been a uniquely effective way of enraging Lakeland climbers. Not only is the Needle the icon of the Fell and Rock Climbing Club, but the removal of the top would downgrade the climb from Severe to a negligible Diff. Happily, the Peaklanders couldn’t work out how to do it without themselves being destroyed by the fragments crashing down Needle Gully.


Futile it may be to hunt for needles on Haystacks; but Great Gable is remarkably rich in the things. So slog up the steep-ended Gavel Neese, where the first pointy object is Moses Finger. It’s named for a smuggler of contraband carbon, for more on whom see Chapter 8.


There is absolutely no evidence that the boulder was originally named for some different, but equally pointy, part of Moses’ anatomy—but one can’t help wondering anyway. One wouldn’t speculate thus on Gladstone’s Finger: Gladstone, being a respectable Victorian-era prime minister, was most infrequently to be viewed without his lower garments. But Moses lived in the erotic eighteenth century.


Consider, after all, the evidently Freudian overtones of the Bishop on Barf, above Bassenthwaite Lake. Bishop, indeed! The legend has it that a newly appointed Bishop of Derry, passing this way in 1782, stopped at the Swan Inn and after a few beers got involved in an argument as to whether one could ascend the southern ridge of Barf on one’s pack-pony. The Bishop wagered that one could; the white-painted stone marks the high point of his attempt; the other white-painted stone, called the Clerk, marks where he and the horse fell down to, and where their bodies are supposedly buried.


No Roman Catholic bishop of Derry was appointed, or died, in 1782. I’ve been unable to exclude an Anglican bishop, and I’m told that the bishops of that era were prone to such light-hearted acts. But the story doesn’t need researches to rubbish it. The stone’s shafted, knob-topped shape suggests a religion older and less sublimated than Christianity. The tradition of anointing this sacred lingam, this natural phallus, surely goes back into antiquity, the white paint being a sanitised Victorian version of a messier and more personal fluid.


It’s the roundedness of Moses Finger that qualifies it to stand as Gable’s representative of the phallic tendency. But as it’s actually a mere perched boulder we’ll rest our backs against it for a minute or two, admire its Wasdale view, and head on up.


The White Napes has, according to Wainwright, no notable crags and little of interest. Is it possible that he didn’t actually go there? His route up Gavel Neese diverts into Little Hell Gate, a route so continuously gruesome (‘a shifting torrent of stones up which palsied limbs must be forced’) as to actually be rather appealing. Little Hell Gate is, accordingly, Chapter 16.
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