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			– Chapter One –

			Paradise Found

			Thailand 1993

			I was in open water now, far away from port. Sitting back in the sun I tried to relax aboard the wooden long-tail boat as it pitched and yawed through the choppy waves of the warm Andaman Sea off the west coast of Thailand. Shading my eyes I tried to judge the distance to my destination: a distant strip of shimmering white limestone hovering above the sea. The connection between water and land blurred in the humid air, making it look closer than it really was – or maybe further; hard to tell. One thing was for sure, it was a fair way off, a kilometre at least. As the swell increased, my mind wandered. I figured I could probably swim it if I really had to; optimistic as usual about my physical abilities, I wouldn’t, to be fair, have stood a chance. Suddenly the guidebook description of a simple journey out to the resort of Railay Beach appeared to have been somewhat under-estimated, but with the promise of climbing heaven, any journey would have been worth the risk.

			Obviously the battered, floating wreck wasn’t going to sink, but there was no harm in making a plan, just in case. I glanced over at my bloated POD rucksack; there’d be no rescue for this monster. Filled with essential stuff that apparently no one else needed, it looked out of place, the other cool rucksacks barely big enough to hold my lunch. They belonged to the other people on board – hardened travellers with well-established tans. I should have felt at home, being five months into my big ‘Asia experience’, but I still felt like a bumbly.

			Boarding the boat in the sun at the port of Krabi I’d tried to look like I’d been travelling forever, dumping my bag in the back and taking a seat up front, sandals off, feet bare to the rotting wood and salty puddles in the ever-leaking hull. Others took their places further back, no doubt not needing a prime view, having seen it all before. In reality, they knew that as we left port and the wind picked up and the chop grew bigger, the boat would be tossed around like a matchstick, soaking the front with spray. Attempting to look like it was no big deal I slid towards the rear as the waves grew, resisting the urge to ask if it was always like this; the boat seemingly wholly inadequate for the current conditions. No one appeared fazed, particularly not the driver who, between cigarettes, casually bailed water from the boat as if he’d been doing it all his life. I glanced at my bag again, my whole world packed inside. Mentally I scanned the contents: clothes, sleeping bag, trainers, torch, general junk – stuff that I could replace for peanuts, if I had any peanuts. The passport and minimal amount of cash would be trickier, though do-able, but my beloved diary was invaluable; my friend out here in my new life, it was tethered to me like a toddler’s blanket. I needed it to talk to, to pour my feelings into when no one else would listen. If this boat sank, I was going down with the book. Without the book I’d really have nothing. There used to be a lot more to my world, a lot more than I could fit in a bag or on the pages of a green-lined scrapbook, but I’d left it all behind what seemed like a very long time ago. So long ago that there seemed no life before this, nothing I could relate to. That had crumbled away to leave a shell of what I assumed I once was. There had been a plan giving focus and direction, but it was now long forgotten and as distant as a dream; disconnected and random.

			I found my thoughts drifting off despite the salt water stinging my eyes and the ever-present danger of simply tipping over and instantly drowning. It was easy to do these days, drift aside, and there was a lot of stuff going on between the ears that needed untangling. I had to wonder why I’d left my home in Sheffield. Apparently I was on the travelling trip of a lifetime, supposedly the best time of my life, but perhaps I was just on the conveyer belt of student kids taking the easy path, following what the others did because I couldn’t think of anything else to do. School, college, university, the classic ‘gap year’ … all part of the easy path; the path of least resistance. It seemed that way, my own journey; un-thought out and ill-considered. Most people use their travel time as a last big break before embarking on a well-scripted and willingly accepted life: employment, house, kids, pension. It’s what most people do. For me it was different, the road I’d been following had reached the edge of the map and now I was plugging an opening void. I was free-styling, making it up as I went along as previous direction fizzled out to nothing.

			As my ponderings tumbled and clashed I drifted back into reality, afraid of the volume of unanswerable questions. For once, it seemed a step in the right direction as today, on this boat journey, I was chasing a rare spark of hope: the promise of fantastic rock climbing in a paradise-like setting. Though climbing seemed a distant memory, like vaguely remembered tales from another person’s life, the thought of moving over stone stirred some kind of subconscious and uncontrollable excitement. Deep down, through and through, I was a rock climber. I’d been doing it all my life from my earliest beginnings with my parents. Climbing defined me and motivated me and I leaned on it for purpose and direction, but somehow I’d let it drift from my life. It hadn’t seemed such a loss, at least at first …

			I became aware of my surroundings once more. We’d covered a lot of distance. For once my depressive headspace had been a welcome escape from the uncomfortable and worrying journey. Suddenly, as we rounded a rocky corner, the waves dropped like we’d passed into a different world. The landscape took a sudden turn for the better – not that it had been bad before – but now there was rockiness everywhere, demanding my attention, huge lumps of towering limestone mushrooming out of the sea. For sure this was a set from a James Bond film. Short-cutting under an enormous low roof, the deafening clatter of the two-stroke petrol engine changed pitch, the sound bouncing from stalactite-strewn ceilings only metres above us. Turning again, the cliffs soared upwards to colossal heights, impossible to put a scale to. Walls and faces in all directions, striped orange and blue, with curtains of stalactites and tufas. The hair on the back of my neck was prickling, my heart racing. The climber in me was remembering; the long-lost but deep-rooted passion was coming to the surface.

			I was filled with the child-like excitement that climbers get when they see the cliff – their play park. This was on a whole new level. Overwhelmed and wide-eyed I scanned the other travellers for a similar state of awe, hoping we could share something of the majesty, but they’d seen it all before, or weren’t interested, the incredible cliffs merely a backdrop and convenient windbreak to the paradise beach that was the reason they were here.

			Bumping violently onto the sand of Railay Beach, the boat quickly ground to a halt and emptied just as fast, each passenger paying the boatman the 50 Baht without asking the price. Following suit I awkwardly hauled on my pack and staggered over the side, almost toppling backwards into the sea, a sea so clear it barely looked like it was there at all. The passengers soon dispersed, knowing where they were going and what they were doing, as I stood rooted to the boiling sand feeling like I’d got off a train at the wrong station. I turned on my climbers’ auto pilot: if in doubt, head for rocks and away from normal people. Luckily, I did have a vague idea of where I was going and the scrap of dubious knowledge I’d gained from a stoned waster after a party led me along the beach to where it ended abruptly by a tumbling hillside and dense jungle jutting into the sparkling sea. Trusting my info I pushed on through into the jungle, totally missing the path and battering myself against all things spiky. Untangling myself from cobwebs and gripped by my lack of wildlife knowledge I was losing faith in my source and moving rapidly towards a decision to retreat. It would have been just typical of me to have followed some bullshit story out into the middle of nowhere, but this time my own judgement drove me on. The rocky terrain was too promising; there had to be climbing – there was just so much rock. Ahead the vegetation seemed to thin, so I pushed through, beams of sunlight streaming through the canopy above, until a glimpse of sand confirmed my faith that I was about to arrive and I suddenly tumbled out into heaven.

			Standing motionless I took in the vista, rooted to the spot. Here the cliffs towered even higher, blasting straight up from pure white sand and baking in the sunlight. With the waves gently lapping at my feet I made my way along the beach, feeling as though I had walked into the lost climber’s world. Ahead of me was a vast expanse of smooth grey limestone, curving over like a tidal wave. It looked impossible to climb, but, surprisingly, a figure swung into view high on the cliff. A heavily muscled and tanned dude was climbing something steep and hard looking; white patches on dark rock marked the way. He clipped his skinny single rope into a bolt anchor and lowered down, fairly close to me and miles away from his belayer. Untying, he sat in the pure white sand and peeled off his shoes. ‘Hi’ I ventured, feeling insecure, hoping that just because I had climbed some rocks in the distant past he would somehow want to talk to me, that my identity as a rock-climber stood proud forming an involuntary bond between us.

			‘Howdy’ was the reply; American. He glanced at me, and then my pack. ‘You here for the climbing?’ I smiled, ‘Yeah … yes, that’s right. I’m here to climb.’ I thought back to Waster and our conversation on the beach just a few days earlier, and thanked him for his enthusiasm, I knew I was home.

			Waster breathed out a long stream of blue smoke into the black sky. Passing me the joint he continued. ‘Man, you just got to go there. It sounds perfect for you. It will blow your mind. That place is just like – off the scale. Tonsai Bay it’s called, an easy hike over from Railay Beach. I saw some dudes climbing there and it looked rad. If you climb stuff then you have to go.’

			I passed on the joint, already wrecked, and normally I’d have been happy to slip even further into a state of disrepair, blocking out the surrounding reality of my current life, but for once somebody was saying something interesting and I wanted to remember. Most conversations were all bollocks, empty traveller waffle about where you’ve been, where you’re going, where the best hotel could be found, the best restaurant, the best weed. I was sick of it now, happier to read a book or fill endless pages of my diary. But Waster had got me listening. Somehow we’d strayed onto rock climbing and he was describing somewhere I had to go.

			‘It’s close man, like just a day from here, a boat and a bus, another boat; then you are there. Just get to the beach and head left to another hidden beach, it should be obvious, that’s where the climbers hang. It’s paradise, way better than here, and if you climb that stuff it’s perfect.’

			Stretching out over the cool sand I pondered the situation. Right here on the island of Ko Pha Ngan was good, for sure, sun and sand and the full-moon parties, infamous on the traveller circuit, all-night dance parties on the beach with waves lapping at your toes. Last night was a double whammy with a full moon and New Year party combined. It had been awesome. At least that’s what I told myself, forcing a rhythm at two in the morning, feet heavy and movement out of time. The throng around were immersed, faces as bright as their luminous body paint, glowing brightly in the UV tubes. I’d hidden mine, feeling tired, trying not to catch eyes and avoiding lovey hugs with skeleton-thin beauties. Maybe it was the drugs, or the lack of the right drugs, beer not exactly known for its energising quality. Now I was amongst the aftermath, the night after, small groups scattered along the endless beaches, slumped around crackling fires. Another big party was coming up in a week or so. I didn’t need to go to it, didn’t want to go, but probably would if I was still here stuck on the island. I was only here because I had nowhere else to be. I was being dragged around by a tenuous bunch of friends, following their every move simply because I had no moves of my own.

			Independently, a whole team of my university friends had organised travel itineraries; similar personalities homing in on the same countries and the same desired experiences. Overlapping plans added the comfort of knowing there’d be a familiar face should the shit hit the fan in a faraway land, but time had changed us, each in differing amounts as personalities diverged into the travelling culture. Our friendships, once strong as iron, were now barely noticeable and even less convincing than the one I was currently making with Waster – who I really didn’t mind if I never saw again. I needed the tenuous link with past friends as, without it, I was nothing and had nowhere meaningful to go. More shattering was the crumbled relationship with my girlfriend. Solid before we left England, we’d travelled together but our bond had followed the same path as with my other friends. Once robust, we didn’t seem to fit together anymore. Asia had changed us all, the whole experience exposing us to uncharted terrain and drawing forward unknown elements of our personalities. It had changed me the most, and as the others thrived I lost track of who I was and what I was doing there at all. I pored over the situation, trying to decipher a direction amongst the wreckage, filling page after page of my diaries in the hope that by putting ideas on paper they would become legitimate.

			It helped me escape, but did nothing to solve the problem that, deep down, I knew couldn’t be fixed. Basically I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, following the pack into Asia in an attempt to escape an uncharted future back home in Britain. Now I needed a lifeline, something to cling onto, something familiar to bring me back into myself, but there had been no options … until now.

			A nudge on my shoulder brought me back to reality. Now too wrecked to string a sentence together, a coughing and spluttering Waster passed me the bong without speaking. I took it this time. I had enough information on his amazing climbing destination and reckoned I could remember it even after another toke, so I settled down to stare as the embers wafted up into the night sky above me. At last I knew where I was going.

			Dropping my oversized bag in the perfect sand of Tonsai Bay I stared around at where I’d ended up. I didn’t know it yet, but I’d just walked into paradise. Even at that moment, before I got to know all the beauties and subtleties of the surroundings, it was spectacularly far ahead of just about anywhere I’d ever been. Time seemed to shift and change pace and with my sack I dropped an even heavier load of baggage, one that I’d been carrying for a long time. I could be here, I could do this. This was a place I could be myself. I could feel the pressure release and a blanket of depression lifted to reveal colour in the landscape where I usually saw grey. The few wooden shacks nestled under the wave of rock were the only visible buildings, roughly made from coconut trunks and bamboo. A few people, who were obviously climbers, sat outside – not that there was any real ‘inside’. I made my way over and was welcomed into what was to be one of the most precious times of my life.

			It’s not often that the paths of our lives reach forks or encounter crossroads where a choice of direction will lead to a radically different place. I generally believe most of the stuff we do is built into our personalities, shaped through our youth to a point where we’ll end up at the same place if we go as the crow flies or round the houses. Who I am now and what I’m currently doing, roughly speaking, was probably determined right from the start. But, looking back on my life, very occasionally all roads converged on a single point and from that point all roads spread out, all opportunities and possibilities branching out from a single decision. I see my choice of university as one of these, choosing Sheffield led to my qualification, my job, my friends, my partner, my kids, my house, my everything. To be honest, if I’d gone to Leeds instead of Sheffield I’d probably still be ‘me’ in most ways, just a bit poorer, or maybe richer. Impossible to tell. I’d like to think I made the best choice. Swapping the parties and friendships on Ko Pha Ngan for the climbing at Krabi was a tough call, but was also one of those life decisions. It may have been on a smaller scale, but I was left with a memory that would shape my climbing, and from it my whole life.

			Apart from the restaurant shack there were maybe six wooden huts set way back in the jungle and a slightly fenced-off area near a puddle that was the ‘shower block’. Inside the shower block were a few plastic bottles with the tops chopped off serving as the shower heads. You filled the bottles from the puddle and poured the dirty, but at least not salty, water over your head. All the huts were full but the owner let me rent his tent at about 50 pence per night. I pitched this along the beach, creating possibly the most serene campsite of my life. Barely steps away from the shack there was utterly no sign of life, the jungle, thick and totally impenetrable, growing out across the sand and above the lapping waves. I made camp a long way down the beach and at high tide I’d dodge in and out of the jungle, passing vines and bushes hanging down over the sea, and leaving glowing footprints in the sand from luminous plankton. This was my home, utterly isolated from all humans and completely amongst nature. The sounds of the forest were sometimes deafening. I could have been at any point in time; it was probably the same 1,000 years ago, maybe 100,000 years ago. I didn’t realise it but in terms of the human development of the area I was right at the start; no one could have foreseen what would happen to the place. Fifteen years from that moment and the very spot where I slept would become a banging nightclub, the entire beach a strip of restaurants, clubs, tacky shops and guide centres. The whole jungle would be chopped back for accommodation with roads and motorbikes and noise and bustle; a million years of nature destroyed in the blink of an eye. It makes me sad, though I guess in a tiny way it was my fault. At least I got to see it at its best.

			I quickly made friends with everyone on the beach. Every day, first thing in the morning, we’d set out to climb; a new venue each time. There was rock all over the place, with small faces of perfect orange limestone dotted amongst the steep madness. Slowly the climber in me returned. I felt stronger and more complete with every day, and surprised I’d let my passion go for so long. I was twenty-three years old, I’d been climbing a good while and I was half-decent, maybe even pretty good. Not that I’d admit it. I could hold my own and knew what I was doing. Or at least that’s what I thought. 

			Out there in the unfamiliar paradise my engrained rules of climbing had been shredded and tossed onto the sand. It was a new type of climbing with a new title: ‘sport climbing’. I’d always assumed rock climbing was one all-encompassing game: getting up, using your hands and your feet with ropes for safety if you fell. The ‘leader’ attempts to safeguard a fall by placing equipment in cracks and holes in the rock and clipping his rope into this ‘protection’. The ‘second’, the guy on the ground, holds the rope to stop the leader should he fall. This is traditional climbing and the leader takes what he can for protection: wires and cams in cracks, slings around trees, in situ pegs; anything that is offered. In Thailand it was all about sport climbing, a different type of climbing with its own badge that, although basically the same in terms of moving over stone, seemed so vastly different.

			Sport climbing is protected by pre-placed anchors, stainless steel bolts drilled into the rock. These don’t come out, and last for years, to be used by everyone. Placed every few metres, they allow the leader to clip in his rope at regular intervals, meaning that even big falls would result in just a few metres’ drop onto the rope. But it wasn’t just these fixed bolts in the rock or the fancy equipment that was different. It was the mentality they allowed – climb to the limit, immerse yourself in the movement, push on upwards with no thought of retreat. I could see the logic that a fall should be ‘safe’ but struggled to grasp it. My years of traditional climbing with insecure and untrustworthy protection forcing trepidation and scoring a definite line around my comfort zone over which I dared not cross.

			The boys there had it wired. Surging upwards into impossible-looking moves, they’d be giving 100 per cent in the hope they’d fluke their way up. Often they did, the prize being a battle to the end, a big grade, and the extra-special feeling that they’d given everything and still won out. Sometimes routes were ‘worked’, practised with rests on each bolt and climbed in short individual sections with the aim of eventually climbing the whole route clean in one push from ground to top. This was called a ‘redpoint’ and seemed for specialists only.

			High grade 6s were my domain, like a solid E3, never hard but always a challenge. I stepped into the game exactly the same as I’d stepped out a few years ago: a traditional climber cautiously hunting for measured success. Gradually confidence increased, inspired by new friends who, technically not as good, could push so much harder than I could and hit the bigger numbers. Then, while relaxing in the sand, flushed with success from a well-executed on-sight effort on a brilliant 6c, I was to experience a moment of complete inspiration …

			Looking across an expanse of marbled limestone I watched transfixed as a tanned and honed athlete danced his way over the rock. On redpoint, his moves were flawless, each move wired like a gymnastic floor routine. It looked both desperate and effortless at the same time. It was the most beautiful thing that I’d ever seen – my life’s biggest passion taken to a new dimension, displayed in a whole new light and redefining my aspirations. The route, Knights in White Satin, graded 7b, was a mile away from me in terms of difficulty and I watched in awe, connected, but at the same time a world apart. It was like a casual runner watching someone run the 100 metres in the Olympics. They’d like to run that fast, of course, definitely, but they won’t, not ever. Not something to be sad about, just a nice thought. That was how I felt at that moment. Climbing was my passion and I was doing it only for me. I didn’t need to be good at it. But at the same time it was a moment of utter inspiration: being good looked amazing.

			This experience had such an effect, like I’d seen the light. Suddenly climbing opened up; there seemed another level and though I knew my place, a relative bumbly amongst the big numbers, another side of me was drawn forwards with a new level of understanding. Of course I knew about sport climbing, I’d seen it in magazines, but I’d never really seen it, I couldn’t comprehend it or appreciate it, until now. Perhaps I’d made it that way, standing firmly behind the wall of a traditional climber, the sport style had remained hidden, but in a moment of clarity I’d glimpsed a kind of climbing that somehow really appealed. I could picture myself, there, on the blank faces with the tiny holds. Maybe I could do that, be that type of climber. As the days passed I began to explore, tentatively pushing at irrational fears and ingrained techniques, and as my comfort zone fell away my boundaries suddenly moved so far out of view I dared not try and find them.

			Most of the guys staying on the beach were just in it for the fun with no need to push the envelope. Though I’d tasted the world of performance climbing, the relaxed attitude of our little team was exactly what I needed and we cruised around all day like kids in the world’s best theme park before eventually scrambling home to beer and spliffs and stories of epics on and off the rocks.

			I was feeling more and more myself with every day that passed, my spirits lifting from the muddled fog in which they’d been trapped since leaving the UK many months ago. I was still troubled and each night I’d slope away early to retrieve my thoughts, almost feeling guilty I’d hidden them for a while, worried that maybe I might lose my place and have to figure it all out again. I’d stare into the stars for hours while trying to rearrange them into the right order.

			Though I’d dropped myself into a right mess on this travelling epic, it had been worth it. I could see I was not a born traveller, complete freedom may give a life of opportunities but, to me at least, it seemed an empty place to be. I needed more, a home, relationships, family and friends – all perhaps previously undervalued in my estimation of life’s essential components. My balance had been way off as I’d bumbled through without giving much thought to where I was going. Arriving in Tonsai had cleared my head, turning my half-empty glass into a half-full one and inspiring me to reorganise my direction. But I still needed something to tie life together and make it feel special. Climbing had always been that bond, always there for me, sometimes loosening its grip and at times binding tightly to give complete focus and meaning to everything. I felt alive when I climbed, it felt natural to me; it was what I did and what I’d always done. It defined me just as all people have their own little badges of identity.

			It was more than just the movement. It was the environment, the mountains, the cliffs, the fresh air – the whole package of climbing that I needed. For a while it had taken a back seat and I’d stepped into other areas. Now I welcomed it back, surprised at how I’d let it go for so long. There, on the magnificent cliffs of Thailand, I’d tasted a side of climbing I’d all but dreamt of: the movement, a pure enjoyment of moving over stone with all the trimmings of climbing as a beautiful backdrop. Now, energised with a new outlook, I knew that as I moved forward everything would all fall into place.

		

	
		
			– Chapter Two –

			Balance Point

			Fifteen years old and invincible. Bounding up the easy starting moves there was no thought of failure, potential to reverse was an option, but I’d climbed this route before, a few times, and never fallen. So I was going up. The protection was poor, so this time I’d dumped the rope and harness, the freedom of soloing without any equipment was so appropriate for the style of climbing on the North York Moors; short and technical. Stopping briefly to chalk my fingers I relaxed on good holds and soaked up the panoramic view from my lofty position high on the Wainstones. Hills and countryside extended before me in a 180-degree spread, gentle rolling moors shimmering in the midday summer sun, the smell of the heather and bracken and warm sandstone adding to the sense of presence. To one side the rugged landscape disappeared off into rarely explored moorland, to the other, softening gradients gradually flattened into farmland, eventually stretching to the North Sea. In the distance chimneys and towers punctured the horizon; an orange flare from one, steam and smoke from others. The huge chemical works of ICI were visible, but too distant to cause offence. In a way they added comfort: my dad was there, at work in the vast factory as he was every week day and as he had been for thirty years. Just out of view was the small town in which we lived. My mum would be at home, passing time with my younger brother in the school holidays, reading, or maybe making something. They’d be wondering what I was up to, having set off first thing that morning on my mountain bike with a huge rucksack full of junk, my vague plan being to spend a day or two out climbing and sleeping on the moors, alone.

			The Wainstones is a cliff typical of rock climbing on the North York Moors, good quality sandstone with smooth ironstone intrusions that reward us with sharp incut finger edges. At 10 metres high I’d be up and down this route in minutes and on to the next. I could tick the whole crag in a few hours and that was my aim, except for a few desperates, to cover a lot of ground, to climb a load of routes. In the last year climbing had taken over my life. Before then, when I was really just a kid, I had dabbled with it, playing with climbing like a toy when interest arose, until suddenly all my other toys had fallen aside. What was left was a desire, bordering on a need. I climbed a lot, often alone, usually traversing low to the ground at the base of the cliff or on the scattered boulders, but sometimes higher, challenging myself mentally as well as physically on longer routes where failure was not an option. But I understood about risk. I understood it as a teenager does, which basically means I didn’t have a clue.

			Bringing my attention back to the rock I swung into steep terrain, the rocky ground below suddenly making its presence felt. Moving carefully now as the climbing difficulty increased, I slowed my pace, concentrating on precision – but as with every other day I felt invincible; I was in control. Setting up for the crux reach, the distance between the holds felt longer than usual and there was a slight creep of my fingers on the tiny edges. For sure this was a big move, way out of character for HVS (now upgraded to E3) but it just required balance, exact positioning of the body using specific holds carefully chosen from the multitude of options. At my height, foot placements on the big ledges had to be avoided, as they were all in the wrong place. Instead each toe was carefully and accurately placed on poor holds, sloping and barely bigger than a postage stamp. This required confidence in friction, with feet as far out from the rock face as possible and a big drop underneath my heels, but in this position the centre of gravity was in a friendlier orientation. Push down on the toes now, but not too hard. Hips turned in and chin to the wall and then an ever so slight ‘udge’ for the huge pocket handhold that is mockingly just out of reach. For a taller climber this should be easy, and even for the short it’s no problem, so long as you commit, because once you go for it there is no going back, make the move and grab the hold or peel off backwards into the void below. The lack of rope insisted that I pulled harder and stretched further, looking for a ‘static’ method, but there was none to be found, not at 169 centimetres tall, and as I approached my target and my fingers crept up the wall, I felt the balance point begin to tip. Eyeing the handhold with 100 per cent focus I chose my moment, committed to the movement and sprung the mere 10 centimetres upwards to bury my hand in the mother of all jugs. All four fingers positioned perfectly on the incut ironstone pocket handhold, but, with absolutely no warning, my hand shot outwards only to stop right on the lip, only the very tip of my middle finger remaining in contact. Battling to stay on, I pivoted wildly to end up facing outwards with my right arm high above my head, my lone fingertip preventing me from the 8-metre drop into which I now stared. Facing out I prepared for the drop as if I’d already fallen, but somehow my arms and finger operated independently from my brain, hanging on without direction, following their own sense of self preservation. Movement ceased and, without breathing, I slowly extricated myself, carefully unfolding my position to avoid awkward loading. What happened? The pocket was full of water, warmed by the sun so I couldn’t even feel it, but rendering the ironstone as slippery as ice. Topping out I was shaken, but not stirred, as any aspiring action star would like to quote. It was almost a buzz, to have been that close, but close to what? I didn’t know, not yet, my boundaries still undefined through blissful ignorance.

			Things had been closer before, in a way. Closer in that I actually fell off. My first leader fall was from an E2. I was twelve years old and my younger brother Chris was eight. It would have been my first Extreme grade route. I set off upwards with a rack of two rigid stem cams and Chris holding the rope with one hand and no belay device. Peeling off the rounded arête with a single cam a metre below my feet I plummeted straight into the rocky ground from 6 metres, possibly saved slightly by the rope, though the only evidence of any fall arrest was the monumental rope burn on Chris’s hand. I got away with that one, the worst part being the massive bollocking that my mum gave me for being such an idiot.

			My second leader fall at least employed a suitable belayer, in the form of my dad. This time I had a waist belay, with my end of the rope tied around my skinny waist with a bowline knot. I’d probably top-roped this E3 (now E4) before, but on the lead I tipped backwards off Lemming Slab to be caught by a single and incredibly marginal piece of protection, with most of the metal wedge sticking out from the crack. Apart from the rope burns on my ribs I didn’t suffer at all, though looking back, from a parent’s perspective, my dad almost certainly did.

			It’s interesting how it’s usually the young who are the bravest and craziest, with dangerous rock climbing generally being a young person’s game. You’d think it would be the old-timers, with way less to lose in terms of remaining life, who would risk a smash into a jumble of boulders? They are already running out of time and their bodies are shagged anyway. Mostly though, the older you get the more it hurts when you hit the ground and so, peering down between your legs hunting for a comfortable landing zone whilst considering your bad ankle or dodgy hip tends to overwhelm any kind of pleasurable experience. Younger climbers don’t even consider falling off, so hitting the ground doesn’t matter because it isn’t going to happen. Perhaps youngsters simply can’t compute the risks, or haven’t collected enough stuff yet – they have nothing to lose.

			Pushing to physical and mental limits in a dangerous situation can be exciting. I’ve been there a few times, but I generally choose my moments carefully, or stray there by accident. In general terms, rock climbing used to be all about risk; that was the perception and that’s how it was portrayed in the climbing press. Climbing and danger were inextricably linked and ‘real’ climbers were only validated if they embraced danger. The further they pushed it, the more distinction they achieved. That wasn’t my game. I took on a level of risk because that’s what I was supposed to do as a climber, but I was never bold, not really. I knew right from the start it was the movement I enjoyed, that’s what gave me the buzz. I’d thrive on the challenge of a difficult section of rock, solving its puzzle either against the clock as my arms burned with lactic, or with repeated attempts over hours or even days. I revelled in the deciphering, analysing what was on offer for hands and feet and piecing together a string of movement over the stone. I guess I was in love with the rock – you have to be really, to enjoy the feel of it under your fingers, the bite of coarse sand against skin and the way a hold asks to be used. I’d solve each puzzle from an analytical point of view: if I pull that way I need to push from the other; for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The more complex the puzzle, the better it was, with unlikely sequences and the use of non-holds often unlocking a baffling problem. Balancing delicate body positioning and precise foot-work against physical force and hard pulling forms an intoxicating mix, a captivating combination of mind and body working together, taking something from impossible to possible in the most rewarding way. Close to the ground or from the safety of a rope it was easy to become absorbed; it was all fun, an adult’s playtime.

			Mixed with danger and risk the art of rock climbing forms a unique and compelling challenge. High above the ground and facing a fall, the skill is in holding control and being aware of ability – with going right to the limit giving the biggest rewards. Deep down I struggled with the concept. The prize of a route was never worth the penalty of injury. Despite some close calls, playing with death was a game that I tried to avoid; it seemed unjustifiable. I was never reckless on those early climbs, I just didn’t yet know my boundaries and would step over them slightly on occasion, to be let off with a lucky warning. I absorbed my near misses, subconsciously filing alternative outcomes to form a database of acceptability that I could call upon when climbing. On a route the game was about reducing danger and continual assessment. It was about rational and irrational fear and differentiating between the two. With each route I’d think carefully and weigh up the balance between risk and reward and, gradually, I uncovered what I wanted from climbing and who I was as a climber.

		

	
		
			– Chapter Three –

			Out of the Blocs

			I was climbing before I could walk, as they say. There was no escape – not that I wanted any – as both my parents were keen climbers, along with all their friends. But I was never forced. There were no pushy parents and the learning curve was different to now. No indoor walls, no competitions, no training, no sport climbing. Not even bouldering really, not like it is today. We ‘bouldered’ I guess, but this just involved climbing the start of routes as high as we dared before jumping off onto a half-metre square piece of carpet picked out of a skip. It was all traditional climbing so parents couldn’t push, not really – it was probably more about restraint. I was left to my own devices, to dip in and out of climbing as I fancied. But I had been given the perfect grounding.

			We lived in Brotton, a small town near the sea on the edge of the North York Moors, pretty close to the major town of Middlesbrough in the north-east of England. Our house, number 20 out of 20 in a 1950s-style avenue of semi-detacheds, was at the end of the road and opened straight onto fields and countryside. As kids we were always outside: rain, sun, hot or cold, even dark, we’d be out straight after school, kicking a ball around or climbing trees. And at least one day in the weekend, and every Tuesday evening from Easter to October, we’d be out climbing on the moors. This was where we spent much of our quality family time, me and Chris and my parents, free from the constraints of work and school and the distraction of toys.

			My parents were pretty good climbers really, both managing around E2, which back in the seventies was a pretty solid effort. Their passion for climbing and the outdoors was obvious, even to a child of six or seven years old, and my growing and genuine interest formed a solid bond between us. Like any child I wanted to please them, to make them proud. I mainly climbed with my dad and he’d be ready to help, patiently dealing with my fluctuating interest. He never pushed or made me feel like I’d let him down, but always encouraged me. Though E2 is a fine effort, even today, performance wasn’t their main goal, it was all about the package, getting out and enjoying climbing. It wasn’t all about them and ticking their routes, and so, if I wanted to get involved, their plans would be dropped or steered around us as a family without a second’s thought. Selfless is the word and their untiring, caring approach often makes me feel guilty today, my own drive and determination clouding my ability as a parent.

			On and off the rocks, family life was great. My parents did a good job: they brought me up well, and I think I’ve turned out just as I would have liked to have turned out. There was never loads of money, but we didn’t ever seem to be lacking. Later, as a climber spinning out my dole money and then after, in self-employment, I would reflect on what a good early lesson it was in how being careful can make things go a long way. Luxuries came when they were necessities; I can remember the first TV, first phone and first family car, a Saab 99 UBR 3V. My parents were loving and the family bond strong and I owe them big time. Most kids owe their parents big time, but you never really know until you have your own kids.

			And I could feel the bond strengthening as I followed my parents’ outdoor passion and took it in my own direction. There had been football and youth club and cycling, even fishing and snooker; all had been tested and had run their course. I even played badminton for the county, but when climbing and the outdoors pushed everything aside I could sense their pride. I was becoming my own person and taking control of my climbing.

			The cliffs on the Moors may be small, but the gently sloping bracken-covered hillsides below are scattered with boulders that are ideal for kids, perfect for scrambling over, crawling under and building into dens. I knew the craggy outcrops like the rooms of our house and each cliff had its own character: Scugdale; the Wainstones; Raven’s Scar; Park Nab. Scrambling around on the blocks was the perfect introduction to learning the subtleties of balance, the flow of movement and the intricacies of friction, and to gaining strength in the fingers and arms – but at a steady rate, not like today where it’s all about performance and physical strengths are pushed to the max at the risk of destruction. Don’t they realise climbing is all about movement? Miss that bit as a kid and there’s no getting it back.

			This was my head start, though I’d never have known it, and looking back you’d not fancy a bet I’d ever make any kind of climber considering the efforts kids and their coaches now put into reaching the stars. People talk of genetic talent, and it could account for something in some people, but climbing performance is a combination of so many elements. Most importantly, in terms of movement, I think it’s down to time on the rock, but critically, within the comfort zone. Step out of this and learning plummets, especially for a youngster. Throw in some fear and some expectations, or even just physical effort, and movement reverts instantly to its default and most ingrained. Huge cliffs are no use to the five-year-old, or even ten-year-old, but the sandstone outcrops of the North York Moors and the scattered blocks strewn over the hillside were the perfect school. It was all play and playing is the best way to learn.

			But what makes a youngster really want to climb a lump of rock? My exact motivations are hard to pin down. I felt at home in the outdoors, but in other areas of childhood I didn’t fit so well. At school I was pretty square and a total outsider to the local town gangs. Brought up Catholic, I went to a different school to most local kids and so immediately became an enemy, ripe for potential beatings. Still, I never lost a fight, size being on my side for once and looking younger than my age worked in my favour. As a child I needed an identity, a place where I could express myself and in the outdoors I felt comfortable and on home ground. I understood the environment and knew how it worked. Occasional trips to the hills with high-pecking-order schoolmates showed them who was boss, taking them out of their comfort zone, and I revelled in the once-in-a-blue-moon opportunity to show that I wasn’t totally insignificant. Mostly I climbed with adults as all the adults around me climbed and I felt the need to show what I could do, validating myself to their scene. The top climbers in the area were held with esteem and I wanted in on the action. I’d know when they were watching and there was nothing better than burning them off – although I’d often overestimate my ability. Stratagem, a tough E4 at Raven’s Scar was way too tough for me in front of Nick Dixon and Ian Dunn and, secretly, I cried at my failure. 

			Even from a really young age I could sense a connection with climbing, not a skill as such, more of a desire. It was more than showing off or patching over a lack of confidence in other areas of life; I wanted to climb simply for myself. I was drawn to it, I liked it and kind of knew I was pretty good at it, at least for my age and height. I soaked up the praise, setting up the early stages of a deep-set feedback loop where feeling good about myself was inseparably linked with climbing well. Rock climbing was already becoming part of my entire personality.

			My first real lead, at about ten years old, was graded ‘Diff’, and for a day or two I must have been keen and dad-indulged, before I lost interest again to stone-collecting or stream-damming. I didn’t lead much at that age – it felt like a job with all the equipment and ropework; too complicated. Top-roping was fun and I trusted the system completely. I understood how it worked and there was never any fear. It felt natural to become absorbed in the movement, playing with moves, sitting back on the rope for a rest if needed, but battling to the bitter end and giving my all. Some routes held my attention and drew me in – like my first ‘project’, the E3 solo Shere Khan at Park Nab. It wasn’t a proper project, merely a toy that I loved to play with. The starting moves were the crux, stretching across a void into a ‘mono’ and then pulling hard on this one-finger hold to reach another similar one. Just two tiny, round holds on a totally blank face of rock, conveniently positioned by the aid climbers before us. From the second mono, a long pull reached an edge and some balancey moves up the arête to the top. The hard boys would cruise it as their party piece on the Tuesday night meets where the whole of the Cleveland Mountaineering Club would gather for sun-kissed evenings. They made it look easy. I wanted to be as talented as they were, to be as cool as they were, for people to see I was good at something. I tried again and again, on top rope of course, at first being lifted to the mono, which there was no way I could hang. I probably tried it more than forty times over many months and even years, until the higher moves began to come together and I could, eventually, pull on the monos with a little help at the start. Then suddenly I was tall enough to make the starting reach across the void and I set off on my first ‘headpoint project’. At thirteen years old it was my first E3 and my first Extreme grade route, and probably the longest project of my life. Some years later the whole route fell down, huge boulders tumbling into the fields below. Gutted. Not a classic maybe, but one of my finest trophies.

			We weren’t constrained to the Moors. We travelled a lot, camping in the Lake District almost every month during the summer and making longer trips to Scotland, Wales and Cornwall, as well as Europe in the summer holidays. With climbing as the focus we visited some amazing places, in fact, I see now that the beauty of climbing is the places it takes you. Why else would you find yourself in the striking Glen Etive, standing atop the miles of limestone cliffs at Pembroke or staring over the belvedere railings at the edge of the Verdon Gorge? As members of the Cleveland Mountaineering Club we took advantage of club meets, where many families would gather and parents would share childcare and fit in long multi-pitch routes around playing in streams, building sand castles and beach volleyball. In these exciting places climbing was relatively unappealing for the youngster. I’d dabbled on Little Chamonix, scared myself at Three Cliffs Bay and was disappointed that you couldn’t simply walk up Etive Slabs, but in comparison to kid games, going climbing seemed like a bit of a job and I was rarely drawn to it. To be fair, the big stuff on the sea cliffs and in the mountains was probably out of my league.

			As a pre-teenager the Moors were my only real climbing arena. Here it felt natural, better than playing, it was another level. In terms of mates, I was alone in my climbing at this point – no other kids would ‘play’ – but there were loads of kids around and the crags were an adventure playground. The boulders and caves would be alive as keen parents tackled familiar Severes while keeping a watchful eye over one shoulder. For the gang of kids that would be dragged out come rain or shine this was the best fun of our lives. I revelled in it and felt totally at home. With the gang I was king, one of the oldest and up for it all. Being outside was shaping who I wanted to be. I felt unconstrained, free to explore my personality in every direction, whether it be climbing with the adults, hanging with the kids or just walking alone on the moors. When I was old enough to be allowed, I’d cycle the 15 miles by myself to the local cliffs and edges and bivvy out under a rock, just to be there.

			Without other similar aged partners I looked to my dad as my interest expanded and together we shared some great adventures, strengthening the already solid bond between us. In my eyes he was a climbing hero, bold and technical; he’d been everywhere and done it all. He knew everything there was to know about climbing and I’d hoover knowledge from him at every opportunity. He’d teach me knots, how to abseil, to set up belays and place protection. Inevitably I had that strange moment when my ability passed his; no competition, mostly confusion. ‘Why can’t he do these moves when I can?’ Beyond this point I became the leader and was driving the adventures, choosing the routes and eventually pushing Dad to the limit on top rope. Even away from the Moors climbing became the main event. One of the earliest times I can remember being a ‘better’ climber was on a route called The Pinch on Etive Slabs in Scotland. ‘Better’ maybe, but only in technique and strength, as his experience far surpassed mine. Just because I climbed first didn’t make me the leader. Dad carefully paid out the rope as I teetered up the vast slabs at a snail’s pace, trying to force Stone-Age oversized wires into cracks that were far too narrow. Every move was a mental challenge, stepping up further and further above the psychological protection that would surely come undone should I slip. The angle of the slab is not steep; it really is very slabby. You can almost take your hands off at any point, but the rock is barely featured and each footstep must be carefully considered, searching out any slight rugosity or angle change that might give just a little extra friction. I’d pushed the envelope a little too far really and knew I was on my limit, only continuing because Dad was belaying. ‘If I get in a real mess Dad will sort it out.’

			The last section of the slab is run-out, no worthwhile gear for a long time, but the moves were easing and the belay ledge was not far, I just had to keep it together. Looking down Dad was totally with me, belaying as carefully as probably only a dad could. Just a few more metres and I’d reach safety. Then he shouted up, ‘out of rope, son.’

			Our 45-metre-long rope was not enough. We’d not even checked the route length, or at least I hadn’t, insisting it would be fine and sprinting into the lead before even giving him the chance to read the route description. So I stood and waited, repeatedly repositioning my feet as they gradually crept down while Dad prepared to climb, then we both moved together, and as my moves got easier I tried not to think about Dad teetering into the crux at the start of the pitch, right at his climbing limit and in a pair of zero-friction old EBs and my pathetic last wire some 10 metres below me … but I knew he wouldn’t fall. Of course he wouldn’t, he was my dad and he’d get me out of this mess.

			A big E2 in the Wye Valley a few months later ended in a bit of a near miss after which I adopted a more cautious approach to dragging Dad up every route I fancied. Running two pitches together to the top of the crag I cruised the last half, barely placing any protection as it was so easy. Dad followed, sweating but exhilarated as he appeared a few metres below me. I pointed to a massive jug embedded in the earth that I’d pulled on, wanting to end his efforts and share some of my experience of finding this fantastic hold amongst the leaves before stepping over into easy ground. Pulling hard on it, and thank God I didn’t pull that hard, it ripped straight out of the ground, a massive flake of rock some half a metre square and the same thickness. It toppled backwards taking a ton of rubble with it, broke into bits and rained down on the base of the cliff miraculously missing everyone below (including my mum). Totally mesmerised by the unfolding disaster and sounds and smell of smashing rocks I hadn’t even noticed Dad slumped motionless on the rope, the block having slammed into his face knocking him straight out. I became aware that I was holding him on the rope and that there was no way I was going to be hauling him up, a good advert for SPA skills. Fortunately Dad saved the day, as dads tend to do. Coming round after a short while he struggled up the final section and we walked off before he somehow drove to the hospital to get his head fixed along with the massive slice in his hand that needed fourteen stitches. What a hero!

		

	
		
			– Chapter Four –

			In Another Life

			Home life was stable and easy and comfortable, and out in the hills adventures came thick and fast. As a family we made a great team as my performance and interest met with my parents’ and even Chris was keen when he wasn’t immersed in The Hobbit or The Lord of the Rings. Moving into my teenage years everything seemed to be heading in the right direction, I couldn’t have asked for more in my home life, couldn’t have been any happier. School life was different; the other part of my life, my existence seemingly split down the middle into completely contrasting halves. Each day began the same. An order from Rich: ‘Right, “bush-head”, you can get out now.’

			‘Can I sit somewhere else, there is a free seat today?’

			‘No! Sit on the floor little shit. You are supposed to be our friend. What friend would want to sit somewhere else. So don’t move.’

			I got on the school bus at an early stop, my orders to keep a seat for Rich and Kev who boarded at the last stop in Skelton, still fifteen minutes from Sacred Heart School in Redcar. They’d get on and kick me out, usually with a dead leg or punch in the back, but being mates there was no option of a different seat, so I’d sit in the aisle. At break time I’d provide the ball, maybe a birthday present or something I’d bought with pocket money, but be shoved to the side and not allowed to play, only to see the ball deliberately hoofed onto the roof as the bell was rung. Rich used me as a punch bag. I guess his older brother bullied him and so he needed to pass it down. We’d been mates at junior school, building aerial runways in the woods and making dens out of grass and pallets, but big school needed a pecking order and I was an easy target. I took it on the chin, literally, not really seeing a way out. Others joined in too, using me to elevate their ‘hardness’ status. I cried every morning for three years. I hated school. It can be a tough place. I’ve no doubt that some had it harder, Findlay just seemed destined to be bullied and Yifter, the chubby lad, was stuffed from the start. I guess I was pretty square and I was skinny and small, nondescript and far from cool. School has lots of kids like this, we just get through it.

			Break times were the worst. At least in lessons there were teachers looking on, but out in the playground there was nowhere to hide. It was about keeping out of trouble. The back of the X-Block was where the hard lads would scrap and under the corridor I watched Lasby pluck a blue tit from a nest and bite its head off. I’d roam the blank spaces, hugging the walls.

			If it was safe I might even climb them. School had a lot of interesting boulder problems. The X-Block had a tough layback where a steel upright separated the brickwork to form a six-inch wide and one-inch deep crack. Using the gaps in the mortar for one hand and burly laybacking with the other it was possible to thrutch up, but it was powerful and continuous. I never managed this one. The block was two storeys high. I got within a few feet, but to be honest I don’t think there was another way down so it’s a good job I never topped out. Another good route was on to the roof by the corridor. Starting with a high mantel onto a concrete sill at about four-feet high, it involved a stretch past the glass window to the top of the frame where a small incut meant I could build right up and, smearing my feet on each side of the window on the rough red brick, reach the rooftop. Being that kind of felt flat roof stuff it had good friction and topping out was easy. Not a hard problem this one, but my most used – to retrieve the ball. Possibly I gained some cred for this, though it didn’t show. But it was the traverse that was my favourite, the blank, red-brick wall where we’d queue for lunch or huddle against the pouring rain. The grout was set in between the bricks by about a centimetre, giving endless holds everywhere, but the brickwork was not exactly perfect and the gaps varied in height, just by a little, maybe a couple of millimetres, enough to squeeze in thin fingers if I could spot the builder’s error. School shoes made this desperate, but I’d bet it would still be hard even in a new pair of 5.10s. An intense crimping exercise, the full traverse must have been at least 7c, maybe my hardest effort at the time, but I could only manage it wearing a stiff pair of leather shoes that had a sticking out sole that could edge onto the bricks.

			At the start of the third year I made a bold start and sat at the front of the bus with another relative spod, Mike, who I’d noted as a potential friend who matched my status. Sweat poured off me as Rich and Kev boarded, and later the bruises showed my penalty, but I stuck with it and eventually it paid off. I wasn’t that interesting anymore and slid into nobody land where at least nothing happened. Then slowly I managed to let some of my personality out. Being a ‘prefect’ (I was head boy in junior school) was handy as I was forced, or rather, the ‘cool’ people were forced, to hang out with me. I wasn’t such a punch-bag after all and, without their surrounding mates to impress, most people were actually pretty nice. This was an early lesson in the behaviour of groups and the influence even one person could have on a whole crowd, turning everyone into complete idiots against their natural personality. Most people seemed so impressionable. I knew I wasn’t of that type. Somehow I already knew where I was going, or at least that I wasn’t on the same path as the other school kids. Things picked up and by the final year I was in a midway position on the grand scheme of cool and rising steadily. It seemed about the right place to be, I’d never make top dude and didn’t want to be anywhere near it. I was a midfield player, content to be the underdog without expectations. With the right people I could be myself and I imported my outdoor personality into school life. At last I began to settle into the person I knew I was. Then, just as everything fell into place … disaster of the highest order.

			We skied in the winter. Not abroad, but locally, and we didn’t live in Scotland. It seems bizarre now, but plenty of weekends, often both days, we’d be out on the North York Moors snow-ploughing our way across the fields. The snow seemed to always be there, its presence not part of our decision to go or not. Amazing, how things have changed. The local club had a ski tow in a field, a simple massive loop of 11-millimetre rope pulled by a petrol engine and constantly moving that you grabbed and desperately hung on to as you were dragged up the hill. Not the longest of slopes, but easily enough to get some serious speed and some big air over the jumps we built. Standing in the queue for the lift at the bottom I witnessed that speed first-hand as my brother Chris lost control while heading directly for the queue – and for me. I’ll always wonder if, at the last minute, he regained control and aimed for a direct hit, possibly theorising that if he smashed into me he’d be in the least trouble. Or, more likely, he thought that since he was definitely going to hit someone it might as well be me – to make up for all the hard times I’d given him over the years. Being four years younger and hence somewhat shorter, he had the ideal ‘up and under’ impact angle to send me flying the biggest distance and inflict the most damage upon me.

			I came round some time later, probably out only seconds, but long enough for a crowd to have gathered – not around me, but around Chris as he lay flopped in the snow. I watched it build from behind the wall where I crouched, my head thick and with a sickness in my stomach that only comes with a serious smack to the head. Warm liquid poured from my mouth and splattered the white snow a brilliant red. It was coming out all too quickly. Tripping over with a ski still attached, I staggered towards the crowd who shifted their attention from my brother to the zombie that approached. Dragging my feet and stumbling in ski boots, with arms outstretched and moaning with blood pouring out of my mouth I would have been a perfect extra in Day Of The Dead, and I could see it on the innocent skiers’ faces. My front big tooth hung down on my chin, still attached by a set of nerves, which no doubt added to my appeal. Fortunately, parents can see through the horror and both Mum and Dad were on hand for this ridiculous situation, my dental disaster and the very bad-looking, but actually infinitely less-bad hole in Chris’s forehead that I’d made when I bit into it.
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