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Foreword


Running up on the Chevin on a winter’s night in the wind and drizzle you don’t expect to meet many people. Maybe the odd dog walker, or an occasional clandestine mountain biker, but it’s not often you actually meet another runner. On one such evening, jogging along the track below Chevin Buttress, I passed a fellow shady figure out running in the dark. We half crossed, muttering a greeting, but then both stopped mid-stride as we recognised one another — it was Heather.


Linking up to run together for a few minutes, I asked her what she’d been up to recently. ‘Oh, you know — I’ve been getting out a bit.’ Now, Heather is good because she trains hard — ridiculously hard at times, with a level of self discipline that I can only dream of — so I knew that this really meant: ‘I’ve been getting out in the dark and rain every night for months, grinding out a vast number of miles. A bit.’


In the time I’ve known her, she’s gone from being a rebellious young student to an accomplished rock climber; a ‘clueless rookie’ to an elite mountain marathoner and from a ‘beer-bike’ owner to winner of the Three Peaks Cyclo-Cross race. This is not normal.


Having the determination to set yourself such big physical goals and then going about achieving them repeatedly requires a complex mix of motivations — some of them almost as extreme as the physical challenges themselves. A degree of self-motivation bordering on obsession is pretty much mandatory and having something like that running around inside your head all the time can be a difficult thing to manage and control, let alone understand.


Yet Heather manages these motivations and emotions as skillfully as she runs and races, while still holding down a busy job running a large team and looking after a young daughter.


Driving hundreds of miles on a Friday night, sleeping in the back of a car, getting up before dawn, running/skiing/riding up and down mountains for several hours, crossing the finish line exhausted, jumping straight into the car to drive home and then being jumped on by small children all afternoon. I know the routine well. She’s very lucky to have such a loving and supportive partner as Aidan in this respect. Juggling work, family life and ‘play time’ is a never-ending challenge.


Starting out as a climber, Heather ran her first mountain marathon in 1996, completing the C course on the KIMM in the Galloway Hills with Ellen Wolfenden. In typical climber style, neither of them really knew what they were doing with a map and compass — so they just stumbled around in the mist and completed the course anyway, with a good deal of blisters and swearing.


Many other races — and navigational errors — followed, but gradually an ambition was born: complete the OMM Elite course. En-route there were many setbacks and moments of questioning and doubt, but, rather than give in, Heather just stepped back a little and planned another training strategy to improve and overcome. It took eleven years from failing to find the first control on successive races, to mastering compass bearings in the Brecon Beacons, to completing the LAMM Elite on Mull and finally the OMM Elite course three times, winning both mixed and female pair categories.


This book follows one person’s journey, told through a life among mountains — a longing to escape from the mundane grind of jobs and everyday life, to the freedom of the natural world.


Along the way, Heather questions why she does it: the training, the pain, the failure and — eventually — the success. Through the pages of Adventures in Mind I’ve been inspired to ask many of my own questions, but most of all I’ve been inspired to get out my trainers, dust off the bike and just get out and do it — and you can’t ask for better inspiration than that.


Al Powell


Otley, April 2013









Prologue


Finished Business


The last descent off Pen-y-ghent and I can’t let myself think it’s in the bag. Anything could happen, take it easy, take no risks. Just get to the finish and win. The Three Peaks Cyclo-Cross. An amazing race in which you get to carry your bike up three big hills in God’s own county of Yorkshire. My favourite race and I was hoping for seventh time lucky. I had been second three times and to be honest I was getting a bit fed up. I really wanted to win and was starting to think it would never happen. I trained harder, and tried to lose the negative feelings. On race day I went for it and won, taking twelve minutes off my previous best.


It felt good, great even. A beautiful day out in a stunning place that all came together; I finally got my name on the trophy. So, what’s next? I’ll line up again next September. I’ll train hard again, try and win, get a faster time. Will it be the same as last time? Have I succeeded enough or is it that winning isn’t everything?


The challenge and anticipation that pushes me to try harder.


The obsessive urge to achieve. It’s not all about winning. Why do I do it?


The Grand Raid Cristalp, an amazing race in the Swiss Alps. Great climbs, descents, singletrack and a perverse last climb up to the Pas de Lona, shouldering your bike up a long scree ascent at just under 3000 metres. If the altitude doesn’t take your breath, the scenery will. It is truly beautiful.


Starting the last and longest climb. I knew it was bad when my jaw started to cramp. When my fingers went too I felt like crying, my whole body was aching. The temptation to retire, to turn around and roll back down to the valley was so very strong. This wasn’t the first time I had done this race. I had finished it before so what did I have to prove? Maybe, if I slowed right down, I could get timed out?


I carried on and finished. Over an hour slower than my fastest time but my best because I did not stop.


The fear of failure. A monkey on my back, whispering sweet nothings — it doesn’t matter, just forget it, it’s only a bike ride after all. I think it’s a bit more than that. We all have our demons, don’t we? Why don’t I listen, why can’t I stop?


The Fred Whitton Challenge. Cycling all the road passes in the Lake District in one go in an obvious, beautiful route. Lining up at the start with my confident friend, brimming with fitness and bravado. He said he can do it in under six and a half and me in under seven.


I smiled and shook my head. Maybe for him, but for me? No, it won’t go.


I had a good ride. Kirkstone, Honister, Newlands, Whinlatter, Cold Fell all came and went. I even felt good riding up the Hardknott. It was only on top of Wrynose when I looked at my watch and realised he was right, it could go. Seven hours and one minute.


Belief. When you lose it you’re finished.


It happened eight years ago but I still jump awake at night, feeling the car as it hits me. Turning right onto the trail from a fast road; he was driving too fast and I don’t know what was going on in my head. I went over the top of the car and landed on the tarmac. I remember lying there, no pain at first. My first thought? Nothing is more important now than living. Job, house, bike, material shit, none of it matters. I checked I could still wiggle my toes, then lay back and waited for the ambulance. Two days before Christmas, I spent the big day on my bed, concussed and in pain. By New Year I could just about walk. I got on the turbo trainer full of resolution. I wanted to really live.


I need to spend time in beautiful places. Big hills and a big sky keep life in perspective. The mountains have been around for ages. We’re not here for very long — you’ve got to make the most of it.


Is that why I do it?


Racing down off Skiddaw, finishing the Bob Graham Round. My friends’ loud encouragements ringing in my ears as I beast myself to finish in under 22 hours. The pain of my horribly blistered feet and 65 miles of running over 42 Cumbrian fells is seemingly numbed by this desire. There is a small pointed stone in my shoe, digging right in to a blister on the ball of my left foot, but so what? I’m not going to stop and waste my time by moving it. All I want to do now is finish in under 22 hours. And I do.





And that’s it.


Finished.


Is it ever?









Introduction


The Start Point


‘Why do you do eeet?’


The French reporter had a microphone in her hand and a cameraman alongside her. She was standing in the daisies, on the hillside I was climbing with Anna and Chez, in the Chablais Alps above Morzine. My body exhausted and mind weary after five extremely hard days of racing, I thought for a moment before answering.


A few months later, as I sat curled up on my sofa watching the documentary of the race on TV, I had the weird experience of seeing myself trying to answer her simple question.


A simple question with a complex answer, something I am still trying to fathom. Perhaps sometimes the first answer to a question like that is the best.


‘Because it’s there.’


The famous response of George Mallory when, in 1924, prior to his ill-fated expedition to scale Mount Everest, he was asked why he was attempting to climb the highest mountain in the world. Nowadays these words are a cliché, forming the most frequently used reply (in English at least) when someone is asked why they are attempting something challenging but fundamentally unnecessary.


Although I wasn’t attempting to climb Mount Everest, I was at the end of one of the most amazing and physically challenging weeks of my life. In the Haute Savoie department of France, the high Alpine region that lies to the west and south of Mont Blanc, is an area of rugged beauty and an adventurer’s paradise. We were coming to the end of the Mountain-X race. A six-day adventure race that encompassed many ‘extreme’ mountain sports. Competing in teams of three, I was racing with Anna and Chez Frost. Though unrelated they share the same surname, enthusiasm and ability, and I had struggled to keep up with them throughout the week. Anna is a New Zealander who competes at the highest levels in mountain running, representing her country. An experienced expedition guide, mountain biker and all-round adventurer, I had first met Chez while racing against her in the Helvellyn Triathlon. I knew immediately she would be great to race with; her drive, determination and talent is frankly pretty scary.


The Mountain-X was the first time the three of us had raced together. It had worked well, we were a balanced team, supporting each other through the tough times and sharing some emotional moments together. These moments varied from fearfully recovering ourselves, our boat and our paddles to continue racing after we capsized our canoe on rocks in the white water of the Samoëns gorge, to the shared joy of the sunrise as we were high in the mountains on our ascent of the Aiguille des Glaciers.


During each day of the Mountain-X we found ourselves mountaineering, canyoning, mountain biking, rock climbing, white water canoeing or mountain marathon running. Every evening, after the main discipline of the day, there was a shorter, faster mountain running race that really hurt already tired bodies. While these tough days, compounded on each other, were wearing us down, we had been to some amazing places and done some fantastic things: high level mountaineering along a rocky ridge to ascend the Aiguille des Glaciers and to descend across a glacier, mountain biking on stunning singletrack in the beautiful Beaufortain region, via ferrata and rock climbing on a stunning crag high above the Col de Colombière, canyoning in a deep limestone gorge north of Lake Annecy and white water canoeing down some seriously challenging rapids in the Samoëns valley. The sixth and final day of the race consisted of a nine-hour mountain marathon across the steep ridges and pyramidal peaks of the Chablais Alps. A stage that had started at four in the morning, it was during this last day that the reporter had asked me the question.


The question brought to the surface something that I think I had been mulling over almost subconsciously for some time. I was 31 years old, and had spent much of my free time over the previous ten years rock climbing, biking and running. I started rock climbing and running just before I turned 18. My first experience of climbing was on the polished limestone of the Avon Gorge in my hometown of Bristol during the long summer before I went to university, climbing with some of my friends and teachers from school. Before then I had not spent too much of my time in the outdoors despite particular encouragement from my dad, who loved to spend his time walking in the Brecon Beacons and on Dartmoor.


I had started cycling while at university in Leeds. For the three years of my Maths degree it was my main way of getting around the city, to lectures, pubs and clubs. It wasn’t until a couple of years after I finished my degree that I started to cycle longer distances, mainly because it was only then that I could afford a half-decent bike.


As the years progressed, during the decade or so prior to competing in the Mountain-X, I spent more and more of my time challenging myself in physically demanding situations. Invariably surrounded by mountains, the wilder the better, the challenges got harder and harder as my mind and body seemed to grow stronger. Over the years my horizons and beliefs changed. They became broader, and I continually had the urge to seek new challenges to expand and stretch them.


These challenges were sometimes too difficult for my body, too hard for my mind to countenance success, or too much for both, leading to failure. While the feeling of failure was and is always hard to handle, it is in these places that I learned the most about myself, and continue to do so. I hate failing. But if there is not an element of risk or doubt, then where is the challenge? Overcoming fears with belief, fitness and determination is where the drive to succeed is established. In 2008, the year I raced and won the Mountain-X with Anna and Chez, I had earlier completed the Bob Graham Round and, later in the season, won the Three Peaks Cyclo-Cross. In this I achieved two ambitions that five years before I had believed nigh on impossible. I am not a natural athlete; sometimes I look at those who are gifted in this way not with envy but with wonder. What must it be like to be able to be the swiftest, the fleetest of foot? This may sound self-defeatist — I do not mean it to be.


While I am not naturally fast I have a stubborn streak that sometimes overrides everything else. This stubbornness is borne of the fact that if I believe something is possible and I think it is worth pursuing, I am driven to achieve it. And that could be anything: completing the Bob Graham, winning the Three Peaks Cyclo-Cross, working towards a PhD, innovation in its many forms, writing a book.


Sometimes this belief in what I can achieve has pushed me close to a physical and mental edge. During the months after the Mountain-X, as I trained for the Three Peaks in the late summer and early autumn, I was also frantically working on finishing my Statistics MSc. Completing the dissertation alongside working full-time and training hard took me to an amazing place mentally and physically. I felt incredibly healthy and alive, despite the fact that I was continually waking at 4 a.m., immediately thinking about my thesis and then working on it for an hour or two before getting on my bike or putting on my running shoes to head out and train before a full day’s work. And work. While stimulating, my employment at times drove me crazy. I am still slowly learning the best ways of communicating my ideas to people who think differently to me. I have got it wrong so many times but may now be approaching a point where I get it right and wrong in equal measure. Perhaps in a few years time the scales may tip the other way.


During autumn 2008 I think I reached both a physical and mental peak. At work and during my studies I was exploring new ways of solving mathematical and computational problems while my body was ready to race faster and harder than ever. This was a fascinating time but I knew it could not last; more than that I don’t think I wanted it to last. After a peak comes the inevitable drop off in form. In sport your body cannot peak continuously and I don’t think in study and innovation the mind can either. I believe pushing your mind too much for too long can lead to mental and emotional damage. Both mind and body need time to bottom-out, rest, recover and recuperate in preparation for the next build-up and peak. Because that is the great thing: if there were no peaks and troughs then everything would stay the same and that would be boring. If there were no troughs then we would never know just how special peaks can be.


After the Mountain-X, and particularly after I had finished my dissertation, I began to actively seek answers to the question. I read more books, something I hadn’t done a great deal of since my teenage years. For too long I had ignored the rewarding experiences that reading can bring.


I did not consciously decide where to try and find the answer but, perhaps unsurprisingly as a climber, I started with mountaineering literature. This genre lends itself to so many extreme situations in beautiful places and for years climbing and mountaineering had been my only real passion. Having first climbed on the walls of the Avon Gorge, it was while studying at Leeds University that my hunger for climbing really grew. The gritstone crags of West Yorkshire were a great place to learn. I found climbing and its culture addictive; I lived for the times I spent teetering about on rock faces and cliff edges. When I wasn’t in those places I was thinking about them; devouring magazine articles, reading the route guidebooks and talking the talk with my climbing buddies over beers and endless cups of tea. Somehow during this time I managed to acquire a maths degree. While the degree certificate states ‘Mathematics BSc’, I definitely majored in climbing, and was president of the university mountaineering club in my final year of study. In this club I found lifelong friends. We experienced intense moments together: fear, achievement, adversity, determination, failure, love and tragedy. We climbed and partied as hard as we could. Living for the moment, we were young and we knew it all.


Climbing is viewed by some people as a sport. For others it is most definitely not a sport; it is a pastime, a way of life.


Some climbers will only ever partake in their sport at a man-made artificial climbing wall. This kind of climbing is almost completely safe, there are bolts to clip the rope into, ensuring any falls are minimal. The serious indoor climber trains for competition and will be lean, fit and honed. Spending time outside climbing is not an effective method of training for these guys.


Other climbers you would never catch anywhere near an indoor climbing wall, or training for that matter. These guys live for the crags of the mountains, sea-cliffs, moorland outcrops and old quarries. As likely to be found enjoying a big greasy pre-climbing breakfast or a few post-climbing pints as they are to be found on the crag, when they are climbing they are doing so for the physical and mental challenge and for the adventure, thrill and beauty of the outdoors.


And the thrill is addictive. Gripping tiny holds, arms screaming and legs wobbling as lactic acid builds up in your muscles, looking to make that crux move on a steep rock face with nothing but the distant ground far below to focus the mind. Nothing else matters but that moment of pure, intense living. The surrounding mountains, sea and sky exemplify the moment. These aged giants are a reminder of mortality; of the end.


Great mountaineering writers like William H Murray, Joe Simpson and Heinrich Harrer describe these extreme moments of living.





‘The nearest explanation that I had for why we climbed was that it let us edge along that fine line between life and death, because for a brief moment it changed our perspectives on life. That chance encounter with the dark side made us realise quite how important it was simply to be alive; it made us live.’





This eloquent, honest and perhaps selfish statement of Simpson from his book The Beckoning Silence summarises the thrill that so many climbers are addicted to and what many non-climbers do not understand. For me, the title of this book says it all. The intense pull to the edge of death. The extreme moment of danger and challenge that makes you feel so very alive. The book itself is pure Simpson: eloquent, thoughtful and gripping as he recounts his reconciliation of the loss of loved ones, and of his associated need for one last great thrill.


In recent years the British writer and mountaineer Robert MacFarlane has written beautifully and at length, connecting the physical thrill of mountaineering with the spiritual enlightenment offered by time spent in the mountains and wild open spaces. Mountains of the Mind is a history of mountaineering in which MacFarlane writes of so much more than the recording of challenging climbs and new lines up mountains and rock faces in far-flung places. The book continually explores the essence of the drive that, through climbing history, has spurred on countless individuals to push their minds and bodies to extremes in their attempts to achieve their lofty ambitions. Early in the book MacFarlane discusses how Western society’s collective opinion of mountainous places has changed over the course of the last three hundred years:





‘Three centuries ago, risking one’s life to climb a mountain would have been considered tantamount to lunacy. The notion barely existed, indeed, that wild landscape might hold any sort of appeal …





… Over the course of three centuries, therefore, a tremendous revolution of perception occurred in the West concerning mountains. The qualities for which mountains were once reviled — steepness, desolation, perilousness — came to be numbered among their most prized aspects.’


In his second book The Wild Places MacFarlane explores the human need for wilderness; where it is, what can be found in it, and why it means so much to us.





‘In a land as densely populated as Britain, openness can be hard to find. It is difficult to reach places where the horizon is experienced as a long unbroken line, or where the blue of distance becomes visible. Openness is rare, but its importance is proportionately great. Living constantly among streets and houses induces a sense of enclosure, of short-range sight. The spaces of moors, seas and mountains counteract this. Whenever I return from the moors, I feel a lightness behind my eyes, as though my vision has been opened out by twenty degrees to either side. A region of uninterrupted space is not only a convenient metaphor for freedom and openness, it can sometimes bring these feelings fiercely on.’





I identified so much with this book. It put into words the desire I have to head to the hills, and of how much and how frequently I need them — a fix. The daydreams I have at work of running in the mountains while stuck in the office or at meetings in London exemplify this need. I find it amazing that there are places so contrasting as the claustrophobia and bustle of the London Underground and the release of running in the fells (in my mind as I’m writing it’s the Howgills) within hours of each other. For me, the Underground is the unusual place and the fells normality. I want it always to be that way.


Reading books such as these helped to rekindle my love of climbing. In my search for answers it also made me realise it wasn’t just me asking the question. In its various guises it is probably the most asked question; those seeking the answer are looking in all sorts of places.


More recently my reading has turned to philosophy and in particular metaphysics. This wasn’t really a conscious decision — it just sort of happened. In learning more of this subject, I have realised that there are names for some of the questions and thoughts I have. It also strikes me that there is significant crossover in the questions asked by mountaineers and adventurers and those that philosophers have attempted to answer over the centuries. Should this be surprising? The questions that are stimulated in climbers during or after exposure to very serious and committing situations, to the edge of life and a very real fear of death, are surely the same as those posed and answered by the great metaphysicists. Perhaps the difference is that most climbers come to the questions through practice not via the theory of the philosophers; they are rougher but often more real.


The connection with travelling in and through mountains and philosophical thought is strongly made and discussed at length in Robert M. Pirsig’s classic Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. I think this did the most to help me begin to understand the question I was asking. An astounding and remarkable book, it fascinated me, perhaps more so than any other book I had previously read. In equal measure it scared me. Throughout the book Pirsig is haunted by his former self; the fiercely intelligent, mentally unstable Phaedrus, who was blasted out of his mind by electro-shock treatment some twenty years previous. Mental illness is something that has had a significant impact on my life, particularly so during my adolescent years, learning to cope with the insecurities of having a father who was insane from time to time. Having tried to read the book back then as a teenager, I only actually finished it while in my early thirties, on a solo trip to the Alps road cycling. I am glad both that I returned to it and that I failed to complete it when younger as I don’t think I would have appreciated the book as much as I did on my cycling trip, where I found it revelatory.


The days I spent cycling in the mountains, climbing up to high mountain road cols for what seemed like hours on end, combined with evenings spent reading and thinking made my mind race. Pirsig writes of those who choose to spend their time wandering around metaphorical mountains — those of deep thought — with lucidity.





‘The allegory of a physical mountain for the spiritual one that stands between each soul and its goal is an easy and natural one to make.


Like those in the valley behind us, most people stand in sight of the spiritual mountains all their lives and never enter them, being content to listen to others who have been there and thus avoid the hardships. Some travel into the mountains accompanied by experienced guides who know the best and least dangerous routes by which they arrive at their destination. Still others, inexperienced and untrusting, attempt to make their own routes. Few of these are successful, but occasionally some, by sheer will and luck and grace, do make it.’


I felt that the book took me to those places. I had been before. While I do not think I would (or could) spend all of my time there, now that I have been I could not imagine ever wanting to stop going. Connecting with physical mountains is one route to the mountains of the mind. The combination of a healthy mind and body in the mountains is a powerful thing, a heady narcotic. It gives you the belief you need to achieve.


I think this is one reason why I do so miss the hills when I have not seen them for a while. I find solace and strength in these places, they refresh and revitalise me. Sometimes a book, a piece of mathematics, a poem or other art form can serve to soothe my desire for high places. Wandering and wondering can be the same thing. I find challenging thought and deep satisfaction in mathematics, its applications and its beauty. I am so pleased I returned to study a decade after I finished my first degree.


While latterly I have experienced again the thrill of the intellectual challenge of mathematics, the same is true of music and of art. There is such beauty and solace to be found: a life less ordinary.


My mother is a talented musician. In the years after my parents’ divorce there was much for her to be stressed and depressed about. Lonely and in a job she hated, she returned to her childhood love for music and began to play the clarinet. From making some quite loud and startling noises to begin with, over the years she progressed, picking up the saxophone and piano along the way. A few years ago, when staying with her, I woke up one morning to hear Chopin being played beautifully, with so much feeling. I felt so proud and lucky that she was my mum. Not because of the standard she had reached but because of the determination and belief she had to get there. And I know where she was. I arrived there via different routes.


So, why do I do it? I think I will be asking myself that question for a long time yet. I don’t think I will ever reach a full answer; maybe sometime soon I’ll find I’ve stopped looking. There is no doubt that some of the reason I do it is to win. To massage my ego, inflate my self-esteem, to make myself materially richer.


I sincerely hope that there are also other reasons, and it is these I wish to explore in this book.


My need for mountains of the mind, body and soul.












Part ONE


Rise and Fall
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CHAPTER One


Fitting in


It is always windy in the old quarry on the edge of Ilkley Moor, above the famous Cow and Calf rocks. Today is no different; the heavy greyness of the sky also suggests rain sometime soon. I’d better get myself up this climb a bit faster, so Sarah can have a go at S-Crack before the rain starts and we will be forced to beat a retreat to the pub.


I am halfway up Walewska, one of a string of classic rock climbs that the quarry contains, and I’m contemplating doing something I have never done before — a handjam.


The rock I am climbing is gritstone. More pedantically, it is Yorkshire gritstone; God’s own rock. Gritstone — or grit — is a very rough and hard sandstone which is fantastic to climb on as it offers great friction and gives intricate, challenging problems for climbers to solve as they strive to scale a line. Gritstone crags abound in the north of England, particularly in the Derbyshire Peak District and the moorland above and skirting the edges of pennine towns in North and West Yorkshire. Good climbing can be found on single boulders, in old quarries or on the outcrops untouched by industry but shaped over the millennia by the weather.


These faces can have few holds for hands and feet; perhaps a couple of pebbles to gently pull on. The rounded breaks frequently require force and determination to pass. Climbing on grit demands either pure thuggery or delicate, thoughtful and precise movement; rarely anything between. Perhaps the most accomplished gritstone climbers are bi-polar; a bizarre combination of thug and ballet dancer.


A handjam is often a useful technique to have up your sleeve when gritstone climbing. Routes frequently offer no handholds apart from narrow rounded breaks. You can wedge your hands in these cracks, and attempt to form a fist. In doing so, your hand effectively forms a camming device inside the break, enabling you to pull on it and progress up the climb.


After a weekend of climbing the backs of our hands would look like we had been fighting; cuts and grazes all over them, suggesting bare-knuckle boxing was our forte, not grappling with rocks out in the wilds of the Yorkshire moors. It wasn’t very lady-like but we didn’t care. Non-climbing friends would ask what I had been up to at the weekend. One time one of them was aghast when I told her I had spent the weekend sleeping in a cave with my mates, halfway up Stanage Edge. We’d hitched down to the Peak from Leeds for a few days of climbing. We climbed for hours, had a pint or two in the pub (for those who could afford it) and then retreated to the cave for a surprisingly cosy and dry doss before another day of much the same.


Other times we’d hitch to the Lakes for weekends of climbing in the Langdales, drinking in the Old Dungeon Ghyll and then bivvying on the fell behind the pub, or head over to North Wales for adventures in the Llanberis Pass, leaving our bivvy spot by the boulders early to avoid an argument with the 50p lady. All this when we were supposed to be revising for summer exams. No contest.


Many of the friendships I made at the climbing club during my first year at university were ones that would endure. There was an acceptance of people for who they were. Coupled with the routine piss-taking of bullshitters, you had an environment where individuals could be themselves without having to prove anything to anyone or pretend that they were something they were not. Although it generally mattered to the individual and there was a healthy spirit of competition, it didn’t really matter how hard you climbed; in fact there were some in the club who hardly climbed at all.


After a first year spent living in university accommodation, in the second year I moved into a shared house with friends from the climbing club. Sarah Church, Ellen Wolfenden (‘The Wolf’), Kate Duncan and Kate Fairgrieve. We lived in Woodhouse in Leeds 6, in one of the red brick terrace houses built at the turn of the 20th century. While the postcode district has a high crime rate (once boasting the most burgled street in England), we almost always felt safe; I never had any qualms about going out for a run after dark. Lockable metal gates on the front and back doors were normality, and something we got used to very quickly.


We were never actually burgled which I think was more luck than anything else, given the amount of times someone left the front door unlocked. Maybe it was because they worked out we had nothing worth nicking. We didn’t own anything that was technologically state-of-the-art or even with the times; the TV in the lounge was third-hand and on the blink, and that was about it for objects that were approaching being worth stealing. That didn’t stop them trying early on, soon after we’d moved in. One night when Kate Duncan was in the house by herself she made a nervous phone call to the police to report that two men were in the process of attempting to break in to the back door’s metal gate, just feet away from where she was stood with the phone.


Our house was used as the unofficial club headquarters for that year. It was here that all the club equipment was stored as The Wolf was gear secretary. Behind the sofas in the lounge were a multitude of ropes, ice axes, crampons, helmets and a wide assortment of other climbing hardware that people could borrow. People dropped by to borrow kit, for a brew and frequently after a night’s clubbing we had at least two people sleeping in the lounge. One of these regulars was Al Powell, who at the time was teaching over near Halifax and still living in Leeds 6. Having studied at the university prior to entering the world of work, Al was still involved in the climbing club, imparting his knowledge and experience modestly to us wide-eyed freshers. Legendary in the club for his debauched drunken antics as much as his climbing exploits, Al spent his weekends establishing hard new Scottish winter mixed routes, trying to win the Karrimor International Mountain Marathon (KIMM) with his brother Ifor (which they did in 2006), and running and climbing in various mountainous parts of the UK. During school holidays he would be off — to the Alps for shorter trips, and further afield to places such as Greenland and the Himalaya during the longer summer break. Dedicated to new routing and repeating hard established routes, Al was very focused. He would bemoan his climbing partners who forsook these weekends and longer trips away for the sake of spending time with their girlfriends. Once, sat having a cup of tea with the four of us — me, The Wolf, Sarah and Kate Fairgrieve — he complained that one of his usual climbing partners was not going to the Alps that summer but going on safari with his girlfriend:


‘Yet another one succumbed to the enemy.’


Raising his eyes from his cup, Al looked around the lounge and realised that he was the only man in the room. He looked slightly sheepish and maybe even a little worried.


‘Not you lot obviously. You’re alright.’


Now an Alpine guide, Al lives in Otley with his wife Sima and their two young children for most of the year, when he is not away working. Even he succumbed in the end.


The parties held by the climbing club were legendary and it was a well-known rule never to hold the Christmas party at your own house. Each year it was a challenge for the club exec. to find a venue, but eventually some poor fool would volunteer their place. They got a free Christmas dinner but also a whole heap of mess to clear up. Always fancy-dress, outlandish costumes abounded; one time the theme was ‘the sea’ and Dave, a fiercely intelligent guy doing a PhD in Mechanical Engineering, came dressed as a giant lobster. He must have spent ages on his costume: his huge claws were combined works of art and science, perfectly to scale with working hinges. Keeping with the marine theme, Al orchestrated a surfing competition: down the stairs on an ironing board. Geordie Nick won.


Sarah’s boyfriend Dom was a man of many layers. When I joined the club as a fresher he was president and everyone knew and liked him. He was funny, gregarious and could be extremely lazy, but also so very focused and hard working when he chose to be, and generally his focus was on climbing. He could recite climbing guidebooks to the letter, so voraciously did he read them, planning his next adventures. Dom had a scar that spanned the length of his body, starting near his shoulder and ending at his ankle. It was acquired when he was struck by lightning while climbing in the Alps. Very well read and intelligent, he was a Catholic who had spent some time training to be a priest. A student of Philosophy and Russian (until he got thrown off the course for attending no lectures and doing no work), he was extremely good on the trumpet. One night we went to watch him playing at the Hyde Park Club, in a soul-funk band whose lead-singer was another climber, a guy called Arne.


One of my lasting images of Arne is of him skiing down the Goat Track Gully on Coire an t-Sneachda in the Cairngorms. We were climbing a route on a buttress adjacent to the gully, and watched him as he telemark-turned in the tight confines of this snow-filled gap. I had never seen anyone ski down as narrow a place before; Arne did it with style and grace and with a massive smile on his face. Whenever I saw him and whatever he was doing, he always looked like he was enjoying himself. I knew him for a year, and in that year I saw him skiing, climbing, singing, studying, dancing, smiling: living. He and Dom were peas in a pod; so varied in their pursuits, and so focused, but doing it for the plain reason that it made them feel alive. It was no surprise that the two of them got on so well.


Dom lived with Sarah in our house. That year she started her PhD and Dom, no longer at the university, took temporary work in between spells spent entirely climbing. In the autumn he got a job at the Leeds Wall — the relatively new climbing wall that had opened on the Gelderd Road. This was better for him and more satisfying than the factory work, although typically for Dom, he lost this job when he chose to go climbing on Ben Nevis in Scotland rather than work. Winter climbing conditions that weekend were superb; among other ascents, he and Sarah climbed Smith’s Route. This was one of his longstanding ambitions, no doubt due to its physical challenge, but for Dom it would have also been important for its aesthetics, history and association with the legendary Robin Smith. I don’t think he regretted his choice.


In the summer of 1997, Sarah headed to Iceland to spend eight weeks on a glacier for her fieldwork. The Wolf went to the Alps to do the fieldwork that would form the basis for her Geology degree dissertation. Various climbing trips to the Alps were planned; I was heading out with Anna, a philosophy lecturer from the university. While there, we would meet up with the other guys who, when not on the hill, would be ensconced on the cheapest campsite in Chamonix. These included Dom and Arne, who planned to spend a month based in the valley, climbing together.


I began the three-month university summer holiday with four weeks working at a National Trust centre in Pembrokeshire, climbing on the limestone sea cliffs at weekends and in the evenings. This was followed by a week-long trip to the Scottish island of Arran with Aidan. We had been together since the previous Christmas; it was our first holiday. We spent it climbing and running up, around and over the amazing hills and crags found on Goat Fell and the stunning Glen Rosa horseshoe.


We returned to Leeds to the news that Dom and Arne were missing in the Alps. They had been gone for four days, and no one wanted to believe what this meant. In Alpine mountaineering, climbers can be a day or so late returning to the valley after completing a route but, any more than that, and people start to seriously worry about their well-being. Five days after first hearing that Dom and Arne had not returned to their campsite, four of Dom’s closest friends from the climbing club headed out to Chamonix with his brother, James, to see if they could try and find them.


It was on the radio that I first heard that their bodies had been found; such a common way to first hear news but this time the normal, impersonal acknowledgement of such events was not there. They were spotted on a glacier, amongst avalanche debris, by a helicopter that was in the process of rescuing some other climbers. Still roped together, evidently they had both been swept down in the avalanche they probably themselves triggered when climbing unstable wet snow in the heat of the day. Despite knowing that this was all too likely to have happened given the length of time they had been missing, it was unbelievable, just not real.


Sarah loved him so much and she had to be told. I contacted her dad and the university geography department, and soon she was travelling back to the UK with her PhD supervisor. When she got back, her dad picked her up from the airport and took her to his house down south. A day later we got a quiet phone call; she wanted to be up in Leeds, in her house, with us. As close as she could get to Dom.
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