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            – Chapter 1 –

            GOING TO WORK (1984)

         

         Quietly, at dawn, I leave the small stone house at the head of the cwm and pass, shrinking, through dewdrop dripping rushes which drench my trousers instantly. A reluctant jog takes me up a field where, later in the year, mountain pansies bloom briefly before the sheep find them, to the edge of the forest. A ride of rank grass runs straight as a conifer trunk up the steep spruce-smothered hillside. I grind up it in low gear, head down with effort, noticing the pointed droppings with which a fox has waymarked his route. He had our chickens last autumn. In a soggy patch at the top of the ride grows that lovely golden flower, bog asphodel. But this is April and there are no flowers in the mountains yet, save in a few favoured nooks and crannies, the purple saxifrage. Up here, the dew has sharpened to frost which scrunches crisply beneath my studded shoes until I emerge, panting, into sunlight on the crest of the ridge. The hardest part of the journey over, I pause to gaze around, glad now to be up so early, grateful to be alive. Below, the forest is draped darkly, threateningly, around the few surviving fields and their vein-like tracery of stonewalls. Further down the valley, the trees have disappeared; in their place the splintered wreckage of a felled hillside. The value of landscape, however real, is intangible and beyond the comprehension of economists, even in a national park. I raise my eyes to familiar mountain shapes, Arenig, Manod, Moelwyn, white and glistening, holding spring at arm’s length, and feel better.

         The far side of the ridge is a richly glowing carpet of gold and emerald, the drab, drooping fronds of dead bracken and the workaday mossy masses of polytrichum transformed by the early morning sun. Descent is a delight, a series of flying leaps over this soft, forgiving surface down to a stony track. A village comes in sight, straggling along a valley bottom. It is the grey of slate, accepting its place in the landscape, only the occasional white-washed cottage standing out aggressively, like a stranger. Not far away, deserted quarries are disappearing beneath trees. Prominent on a knoll, stands a gaunt stone tower, relic of a troubled past. A heron lifts heavily from the riverbank and flaps gravely away.

         Smoke rises straight into the cold, still air from every chimney pot, but there is not a soul to be seen as I run through the village. Soon, I am climbing a wet, narrow lane bright with celandine and violet and golden saxifrage, into another conifer forest. Among the younger trees I have often seen black grouse and heard the fishing-reel note of a grasshopper-warbler. But the trees are growing fast and today I see only the odd wren scuttling among stacked logs and chaffinches bustling about in pairs. Without regret, I surface from the forest on to open moorland where a stonechat greets me cheerfully from a spray of gorse. The snow-streaked rocks of Siabod rise on my left, ahead lie the rolling white tops of the Carneddau, dappled capriciously with sunlight. My stride lengthens, as much in response to this scene as to an easing of the angle. The grassy track passes within a feet of two hut circles, barely distinguishable now. Two heaps of stones nearby are cairns enclosing stone coffins built long ago, in warmer, drier times, when men lived up here. My mind jerks back to the present as I notice cattle across the path. The broad brow and massive shoulders of the bull stand out long before I see the ring in his nose, and I give him a wide berth. Bulls, even placid Welsh Blacks, are no respecters of rights of way.

         The track twists stonily downwards through oak woodland of a type that must have covered most of Wales once, into a new valley. Only another mile to go now, at first on a surfaced road, then along the banks of a rocky little river disturbing dippers and grey wagtails and ewes with tiny wobbly-legged lambs. Finally, a forest track brings me to the edge of a lake which mirrors the perfection of the morning and I cross a footbridge, famous for its view of the Horseshoe, to my destination.

         A shower and a change of clothes and I am ready for work.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 2 –

            FIRE (1974)

         

         
            
               I lie on one elbow before a fire

               Of ash and elm. The trees were downed last month

               In the gales, the logs split an hour ago –

               The devil to split, that elm!

               Body warm one flank wood warm the other,

               Content, the dog lies close beside me.

               Outside, fresh gusts tear at brown-leaved oaks

               Scouring a sky emptied by the moon

               Baring a big night full of frost, and noise.

            

            
               Over the fireplace are chrysanthemums

               And various objects, the gifts of friends:

               Carefully-blown, an emperor penguin’s egg;

               Squatting on its haunches, enigmatic,

               A hollow creature from America –

               Frog, or cat, or maybe dog – pierced to play

               A three-note tune before Pizarro’s day;

               Stout and bearded, in the artists likeness,

               A glazed philosopher; two netsukes

               Carved minutely, the fissures browned with age –

               Jovial traveller, child upon his back,

               Shifty rogue sprawled across an oyster-shell –

               Jacket fastenings for some mandarin

               They survived their function to tell a tale.

            

            
               Telephone rings, harsh-peremptory,

               World is breaking in.

               ‘Hello. Bad news, I’m afraid. Hugh is dead.’

               Empty sounds struggle with empty space.

               He was forty-six, climbing last weekend,

               Coronary thrombosis, so they said.

            

            
               The dog is asleep, the fire burned low,

               Cold creeps under the door.

               From the mantelshelf

               Leers the pre-Columbian artefact.

               Quick, quick, fling on logs,

               Poke the embers,

               Make a blaze.

               Bowed beneath his burden,

               Barrel-bellied Chinaman laughs out loud.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 3 –

            BETWEEN HEAVEN AND EARTH (1983)

         

         Given a choice of the better-known mountains of North Wales, I always make for the Carneddau. However busy the season, there is room enough for everyone. Here, the hills can swallow the crowds and still retain their dignity. I tend to think of them as rolling, grassy mountains which is, of course, not strictly true.

         The glaciated backwalls of Cwm Dulyn, Craig yr Ysfa and Ysgolion Duon (Black Ladders) are as steep and fierce as any, while the three highest summits – Pen yr Oleu Wen, Carnedd Dafydd and Carnedd Llewelyn – are connected by a rocky ridge and boast their fair share of scree. But north of Llewelyn the ridge broadens to a plateau and, with the exception of that striking, but easily skirted, little mountain Tal y Fan, the grasslands stretch all the way to Conwy.

         For some, this is boring country. But for me it is a region where the stride lengthens, the spirit lifts, and the eyes are freed to roam over Anglesey, far out to sea, and across the broad green rift of the Conwy Valley to the Denbigh moors beyond. It is not a dramatic landscape but it has a spaciousness missing from most Welsh mountains. It is a big area, twelve miles or more as the crow flies from Ogwen to Conwy, with scarcely a track in between, and eight miles from Bethesda across to Dolgarrog. Yet its spaciousness owes something, also, to the lack of surrounding mountains, for this is the northern extremity of the Cambrian Chain, and to the special magic wrought when sea and mountains meet.

         In summer, the Carneddau are a fell runner’s delight, especially the firm turf of the prehistoric trackways encircling Tal y Fan. In winter, you must travel far to find a more exhilarating day on skis than the traverse of the Carneddau from north to south. At all times, they are magnificent walking, but their nature is such that they respond particularly well to an informal approach. I have precious memories of pre-dawn starts, of a moonlit crossing of the range, and of sitting entranced on top of Yr Elen as colour faded from the western sky, lights came on in Bethesda and Beaumaris, and night crept up the valley towards us.

         One of my favourite ways up on to the Carneddau is from the ash and alder woods of Aber where Llewelyn the Last and his brother Dafydd once held court. Overcome by the Normans, the two princes achieved immortality on the summits. A path climbs steadily up the left flank of the valley, crossing screes and slabs to rejoin the river just above Aber Falls. The falls are a tremendous sight after heavy rain, though best seen from the valley bottom. Not far above is an elaborate cellular fold used by shepherds for sorting sheep. I used to think it a bombproof campsite till the autumn night when a gale came screaming down from the tops and hurled itself upon our tents. Ignoring the resistance offered by stonewalls, it snapped two ridge poles, tore a flysheet apart, and sent us, sodden and bedraggled, on our way at first light. Beyond the fold, a faint path follows the twist and turns of the river, over grassy flats where ponies often graze and past deep pools that speak of idyllic summer afternoons. The stream finally peters out into a boggy hillside leaving you to climb up on to Foel Fras, or to pick your way rightwards on to the ridge of Yr Arig with its miniature castles of frost-splintered rock. On a Saturday morning at the beginning of June, this is the route taken by two or three hundred sweating runners in the 1,000 metre Peaks Race, on their way from the sea shore at Aber to the summit of Snowdon (the record is three and a half hours). Usually, however, the only signs of life are pipits, sheep, and maybe a few wild ponies.

         These ponies roam all over the Carneddau, as they have done since time out of mind. Nevertheless, they are all owned by local farmers and once a year the foals are rounded up to be sold as riding ponies for children. But for the rest of the year, whatever the weather, they run free. A few years ago I found one dead on the east side of the wall that crosses Foel Fras. Returning a fortnight on, the carcass was a seething mass of maggots. When I next visited the place, some months later, there was nothing left but the bones. Now, not even they are to be seen.

         That wall across the summit of Foel Fras, with offshoots running eastward for miles down towards the Conwy Valley, is a reminder that there are no such walls on the Aber side of the mountain. Aber is one of the few places in Wales, or Britain for that matter where grazing rights are still held in common. The Enclosure Acts of the last century divided up the common land of many parishes between the freeholders, or landowners, at the expense of those who leased their land. Ostensibly, the Acts were intended to encourage agricultural improvements – drainage, crossbreeding, new strains of crop, and so on – and thus increase productivity, by giving private enterprise its head. In practice, more often than not, they increased the wealth of the wealthy, while depriving the poor of a place to graze their animals and collect firewood or peat. That there was not quite the mass exodus from the land that accompanied the clearances in Scotland was due to the development of slate quarries and copper and lead mines in the same period. Be that as it may, one of the few stipulations of the parliamentary commissioners was that owners should enclose their new lands. In lowland Britain, the result was thousands of miles of hawthorn hedges. In the uplands, the legacy of Enclosure was a network of beautifully built walls, still crucially important to many hill-farmers, yet all too easily broken down by thoughtless walkers.

         If you walk from Snowdon over all fourteen of the Welsh 3,000 foot peaks, Foel Fras is the last to be visited. One November evening, having completed the Fourteen Threes on my own, I was careering in the dark down the steep grass slope that leads to Drum. It had been a dry but cold day, the rocks glazed by the first frost of the winter. Suddenly, without warning of any kind there was a flash of lightning and, simultaneously, a tremendous clap of thunder. To my dying day, I shall remember the shock of that moment, caught in mid-stride, transfixed. More lightning followed, illuminating the mountains like a cosmic flashgun, and for five minutes I squatted on the hillside below Drum till the storm moved away.

         On Drum itself there is an imposing cairn, a massive pile of stones bigger than any summit monument built by walkers. All the way along the spine of the range there are more of these huge cairns, on Foel Grach, Llewelyn, Dafydd and on the col just before Pen yr Oleu Wen. The name Carneddau is derived from them and excavation has shown them to be Bronze Age burial sites, at least 3,000 years old. Their presence is not so extraordinary when one recalls that at that time Britain was enjoying a climate far warmer and drier than it is now. The settlement below Llyn Dulyn, which is probably of the same age, is 1,600 feet above sea level; and on both east and west sides of the mountains, the strip of land between the 800foot and 1,400-foot contours is rich in prehistoric remains – cairns, cromlechs, circles and standing stones. There are few occupied houses that high in Wales today. Trees, oak and birch especially, would have grown to a height not attained by even the hardiest of the Forestry Commission’s imported conifers. But the tops would still have been bare, and it is not difficult to imagine herdsmen ranging far and wide with their sheep and cattle, just as they do in the Himalayas. It would have been natural for these people to bury their leaders on the summits. A love for mountains may be a relatively recent phenomenon, but a reverence for them as places that are ‘between heaven and earth’ seems to have been instinct in man from the earliest times.

         As you descend from Drum beside an Enclosure wall to the standing-stones of Bwlch y Ddeufaen (Pass of the Two Stones) and follow the Roman road down towards the sea, only the least imaginative can fail to feel themselves inheritors. True, the landscape has been hideously disfigured by the twentieth century’s contribution, a double column of jackbooted pylons that goose-step their way across the Carneddau at this point. But pylons cannot destroy the overwhelming sense of a human past in these mountains, a continuity of life and work that mocks any attempt to call it a wilderness area, but makes it no less valuable for that. Descending a sunken lane back into the woods and flowers of the Aber Valley, beneath an Iron Age hill fort, you are taking a route used, no doubt, by Neolithic shepherds, Bronze Age traders, Roman legionnaires and Welsh guerrillas. It is a past worth cherishing.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 4 –

            A CWM EIGIAU CIRCUIT (1982)

         

         Cwm Eigiau is a favourite stamping ground of mine. I remember, one grey, mid-November day, picking my way up the steep, wooded hillside behind Dolgarrog. It was a long approach to Carnedd Llewelyn, but to walk from a tidal river is to appreciate fully the height of a mountain second only to Snowdon; and to start from the valley floor is to feel more keenly the bleakness of a plateau where freeze-thaw activity is still sorting loose stones into stripes and polygons.

         Where the angle eases, beech and oak give way to bracken, thorn trees and old field systems. The slope is dotted with ruins whose occupants gave up the unequal struggle with wind, rain, and poor soil, and departed for the cities or the colonies. No one actually lives here now. ‘You cannot live in the present, at least not in Wales’, wrote R.S. Thomas. In this lonely upland, which is possibly emptier than it has been for 4,000 years, you can understand what he meant. Our century’s contribution to this landscape is less poignant – a hideous black pipeline that carries water from Llyn Cowlyd to the hydro-electric power station in Dolgarrog. I ducked under the pipe and climbed up on to the broad spur which gives a long, rough haul up Pen Llithrig y Wrach. A peregrine passed overhead, flying fast and determined towards the cliffs of Creigiau Gleision. Miles away to the south, a lake on Moel Siabod glittered in the grey landscape. Clouds were gathering in the west, the wind was stronger, up here, and cold. Rain could not be far away, but on the Great Orme, as usual, the sun was shining.

         From the summit, I ran down the grassy slope to Bwlch Tri Marchag, the pass of the three horsemen, where three parish boundaries meet. Easy to imagine three dignitaries, back in history, leading their horses to this spot, perhaps to settle a dispute, and giving the place a name for evermore. Less easy, though, to find a source for Pen Llithrig-y-wrach, the slippery slope of the witch.

         A short, steep climb leads to the top of Pen yr Helgi Du. It is a spacious summit, but a few steps northwards bring a dramatic change. Abruptly the ridge narrows to a knife-edge, revealing for the first time the dark waters of Ffynnon Llugwy on the one hand, and the ruins of the Cwm Eigiau slate quarries, derelict since 1890, far below on the other. Almost simultaneously the ridge plunges downwards, confronting one with the huge craggy profile of Craig yr Ysfa, and though it soon becomes apparent that the descent is a short one, it is steep and hands are needed in places. At the col, a zigzag path up loose scree arrives from Ffynnon Llugwy. Since the CEGB, with arrogant disregard for the purpose and meaning of a national park, built a tarmac road up to the lake in the early seventies, this path has become so popular that it has had to be repaired with ugly, gabion cages (wire boxes filled with stones).

         A short scramble up a rock slab from the col leads to Craig yr Ysfa, really a shoulder of Carnedd Llewelyn rather than a top. Three of the classic rock climbs of Snowdonia emerge hereabouts – Amphitheatre Buttress, Pinnacle Wall, and Great Gully. There were three climbers on the upper arête of the former, their small figures adding scale to the surrounding rock.

         A few feet short of the summit of Llewelyn I peered over the edge on my right, where scree slopes drop steeply to Ffynnon Llyffant, a rarely visited little tarn surrounded by aircraft debris. Horrifying numbers of aircraft crashed in these mountains during the last war when inexperienced aircrews lost their way in bad weather. In the hard winter of 1978 I had stood in this same spot nervously contemplating a steep snow slope, pondering on the ‘lonely impulse of delight’ that had brought me there on ski. Then I had found myself, almost without thinking, launching out into the first turn. Today, Snowdon was buried in cloud and the wind was biting. Hands thrust deep in pockets, I passed quickly over the summit to a view of Anglesey, Puffin Island, and a wide expanse of sunlit sea. Just before the grassy plateau between Llewelyn and Foel Grach, I turned aside to investigate the small rock tower that is a conspicuous feature from the east. All around it are loose stones originally piled up by men, and on its top the remains of a circular burial cairn. Legend has it that this was the resting place of the Tristan or Tristram of the Arthurian stories; but it was probably old before Arthur’s time, dating, like the other large cairns up here from the Bronze Age.

         From the plateau, I turned away down the broad ridge that runs south-east to a region of eroding peat hags overlooking Dulyn and Melynllyn – deep, dark lakes overhung by wet, vegetated crags which house a rich flora safe from the depredations of sheep or people. Downstream of Dulyn, the walled enclosures of the Bronze Age settlement stood out clearly. Behind me, wraiths of cloud were swirling about Llewelyn and, suddenly, the steep, glaciated faces I had just traversed became an inky black, the pale, grassy flank of Pen Llithrig standing out like snow by contrast.

         Turning, I ran the length of the ridge to the ruined farm of Tal-y-llyn, drops of rain chasing me down the wind. As the light faded, I sped along a narrow road and down the steep footpath beside the Dolgarrog gorge. Its waterfalls and pools, familiar from playful summer afternoons, glinted sombrely in the gloaming. It was dark by the time I reached the car.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Part 2 –

            Climbing with a Difference

         

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 5 –

            NIGHT OUT (1971)

         

         ‘Night climbing, sir? No, there’s none of that now, sir. It’s all demonstrating and smashing things nowadays.’ And the elderly porter shook his head regretfully.

         David hadn’t done King’s and it was his last night in Cambridge. Gloomily he remarked that he was ‘going out with a whimper’. The remedy was obvious.

         David’s poncho bulging strangely, we scrunched noisily over the gravel towards the chapel, the din of three May balls reverberating about us. If only the fifteenth century sculptor knew how useful the tail of that dog would be! Might be dangerous to swing on it, though. Up the glass, just like a ladder, till half way up there’s a tug on the rope. Two voices below. A splashing sound, and one voice remarks that there will be a bare patch in the grass next year. Once before, at that same spot, I had looked through a hole in the glass to see torch-beams flashing inside. Fortunately the Dean mislaid the key to the roof. The voices move away and there is a wide step across into the corner. A stone bracket provides a thread runner. The drainpipe is square, with its sides flush to the wall. Fingertips and friction, but plenty of resting places – curious how, in the dark, you feel yourself to be falling backwards even when in balance – and at the top a gorgeous metal jug on which to swing, heave, mantelshelf, before crawling through an embrasure.

         David started to climb. The throbbing beat of the Stones would drown anything, I thought. Immediately, the sharp metallic clink of a karabiner rang out like a gunshot. I glared over the edge, but could only make out a vague shape a long way below. The dew on the roof was soaking through my trousers. Too bad. Stars, hold your fires … Where are they, though? Hell, it’s getting light already. Come on, David. A head appeared suddenly and David squeezed through the hole, panting.

         The pinnacles are easy enough, the spikes no more than a nuisance. Though, pulling up on one crenellation, two feet square, I found that it was coming away in my arms. Hastily, I pushed it back and grabbed something else. Summits can be places for meditation, but there was no time on this one. On the Fellows’ lawn the first blackbird was awake. David climbed up and down again, and we prepared to abseil back to the vestry roof. As I started to descend, David touched my sleeve. ‘How do you abseil?’ he whispered.

         Five minutes later we were leaning over Garret Hostel Bridge watching the May ball couples punting their way to Grantchester. A policeman approached quietly and leant beside us. David hitched his poncho a little closer. ‘Morning, officer.’ ‘Lovely morning,’ was the affable reply. We strolled away. An owl floated down the lane ahead of us. Behind, the archaic rhythms were pulsating still, but in the clear cold morning light, the chapel stood austerely aloof.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 6 –

            ROCK AND RUN (1993)

         

         I was near the top of Scafell, soaked to the skin and not warm. The showers of the previous hours had settled to a heavy, persistent rain which was cascading down the gully in little waterfalls. Although it was the end of May, my fingers were numb. My feet, in Walsh running shoes, were numb too, and skating about on the greasy rock. It was growing dark, there was perhaps half an hour to nightfall. I realised that this could not be Broad Stand, but on the other hand, I had no torch and there was not enough time to descend and find the right way. It had to be up.

         By this time, I was sixty metres above the screes at a bulging constriction. The only feasible route was out of the gully – more of a chimney by now – to the right. I made a long step across to straddle the gap, trusting my feet not at all on flat slippery ledges. Then I needed a handhold to pull myself across but nothing seemed quite positive enough for frozen fingers. Yet to retreat from here would not only be difficult but would mean benightment. I lurched across with a heave and a prayer and scrambled up into a grassy haven.

         There was no going back now. But I quickly realised that the difficulties were far from over. With more than a hint of panic, I tried first a greasy slab on the right, then a steep corner on the left, liking the look of neither. The likelihood of a bivouac crossed my mind, but it did not bear contemplating. I was dressed in trackster bottoms, a T-shirt and a thin sweater, under a lightweight cag that ceased to be waterproof years ago. I had been running thirteen or fourteen hours in a circuit of the Lakeland fells. I had no food left in my bumbag. I would be hypothermic in minutes, let alone hours, if I stopped moving.

         Settling for the slab, I found myself poised on small holds, with little of relevance for my fingers and no faith at all in the studded soles of my shoes. One leg started to shake. I was conscious of gloomy space beneath me. I was frightened, and angry at getting myself into such a situation. Before my foot could be shaken off, I made the stretch upwards, right hand settling on a rounded hold just as my left foot shot off. The hold was not enough. Both knees scrabbled on the slab giving just enough purchase for the fingers of my left hand to claw into a tuft of grass. Heart thumping, I hauled myself up.

         No time to waste. Stumbling on into the gloaming I emerged on to the upper slopes of Scafell to meet the full blast of a gale. Quickly, I visited the summit and returned a few yards to where a small path dropped down the other side of the ridge. The map I had borrowed had been trimmed at the 600-metre contour and I had to assume that downwards would lead to Wasdale. Scree soon turned to grass, and even after I had lost the path I was able to continue running through the dark. Once, I nearly tripped over a startled fox. Eventually, I hit a stony track running beside the boundary wall of some woodland. Civilisation could not be far away. Finally, the dim glow of an interior light loomed up ahead and, with relief, I joined Alan and Joy Evans in the warmth of their little car, where they had been waiting some time. Every so often, a violent gust would rock it alarmingly. The rain beat on the windows. Without regret, I called off my attempt on the Bob Graham round.

         Fell running is what you make it. It can be just a branch of athletics; equally, it can be a form of mountaineering as rewarding as any other. For me, it provides a greater sense of personal freedom than either hillwalking or roped climbing, and it need not be lacking in adventure …

         Walkers have always been a little scornful of runners for their cavalier treatment of the hills. You can’t see much of your surroundings, they argue. And it is true, you don’t notice much except the stones at your feet when you are grinding up to Bochlwyd or skipping from rock to rock over the Glyderau. But perception can be intensified by fatigue and views are all the more wonderful for the effort expended. Striding out over the turf of the northern Carneddau or bounding down the long ridge that leads from Moel Siabod to the Pen y Gwryd, I, for one, know a delight and an exuberance rarely felt at other times. Sights, sounds, sensations may be absorbed fleetingly, subliminally even, but they have a powerful effect and the bubbling sense of well-being that follows a mountain run goes beyond the merely physical. It is a gladness of spirit, never experienced running on a road, that grows out of the cloud song of skylarks, the casual acrobatics of a raven, the sparkle of rain drops on grass after a shower, the spongy softness of sphagnum underfoot, the rich glowing green of polytrichum moss in evening sunlight, or the sudden clap of wings as terrified pigeons hurtle past, a peregrine in hot pursuit. All those individual strands that make up the texture of a mountain day are amplified by the effort and absorption of running. Much detail in the landscape fabric is missed by passing so swiftly over it, but that which registers has an immediacy and impact unknown to the more sedate traveller. It is more akin to the experience of the climber who may notice the cluster of crystals in a pocket, the tiny fern sprouting from the back of a crevice, the flow-banding in the rock at his feet, but is rarely in a position to linger over them.

         One of my favourite ways of enjoying the hills is to combine running with soloing relatively easy climbs. This introduces dramatic changes in pace and focus while demanding even greater concentration. I well remember one outing of this type. It was during a grey, cold spell in October; perfect weather for running, chilly on the fingers for climbing. Starting later than intended on the Amphitheatre Buttress of Craig yr Ysfa, I ran by way of Carnedd Llewelyn and classic climbs on Tryfan, the Idwal Slabs and Glyder Fawr down into the Llanberis Pass. By the time I reached Cyrn Las the autumn day was drawing to a close. I had run many miles and climbed 2,500 feet of rock. All went well, however, until that point near the top of Main Wall where it becomes necessary to move left round an arête on to a steep wall overhanging a deep, dark gully. It must be one of the most exposed pitches in Wales. As I stepped round my fingers reached that degree of cold when it is hard to tell whether they have a firm grip or not, when even large holds do not feel quite large or incut enough. For several minutes I was uncomfortably aware that there was not another soul in Cwm Glas, night was drawing in, there were hundreds of feet of air beneath me, and I did not relish downclimbing what I had come up. Finally, I made the moves. Adrenalin propelled me up the rest of the climb and on to Crib y Ddysgl, where gravity took over and I jogged contentedly down the Zig-Zags to Glaslyn. I was weary, but acutely conscious of my surroundings, so familiar and yet so strange: the silent, empty cwm, a yellow, rising moon reflected in the dark water of the lake, and Snowdon hulking hugely overhead. I slept well that night.

         Of course, not every excursion has to be quite so strenuous, nor does it have to become an epic to be memorable. One of the attractions of both running and soloing is the amount you can do in a short space of time. It is possible, for example, to squeeze in a climb, or a mountain, or both, before breakfast ...

         Early one summer’s morning, when mist was rising from the edges of the Mymbyr Lakes and the reflection of the Snowdon Horseshoe was marred only by the dimples of rising trout, I left the car at Pen-y-Pass and jogged sleepy-legged up to Lliwedd. A red sky in the west and a lurid yellow light from the rising sun were soon smothered by grey stratus, with a few sinister lenticulars hanging beneath, like zeppelins, that boded no good. No matter, I would be up and away before the weather broke.

         There was no one about but a few indifferent sheep and a pair of noisy ravens. The grass was bright with specks of colour: yellow tormentil, blue milkwort, pink lousewort – strange names but much-loved, inseparably associated with summer in the hills. On the crag, bell-heather was in bloom, the bilberries not yet ripe. The rock was dry after a long spell of fine weather and warm to the touch from the early sun. The climbing, nearly a thousand feet of it, was a delicate delight, sloping holds for the feet, pinch-grips for the fingers. It would be a nightmare in the wet. I referred to the guidebook once or twice, for lines on Lliwedd are not obvious and it is easy to climb into difficulties. But most of the time I simply followed holds well worn by the nailed boots of previous generations. I felt myself the inheritor of Archer Thompson and Winthrop Young and thought of that day when Mallory dislodged a boulder near the top, setting off an avalanche that gave the route its name.

         I emerged on to the summit to be startled by demonic shrieks and roars from Cwm y Llan far below. Then the penny dropped: shepherds were gathering the sheep for shearing. On Bwlch y Saethau, the Pass of the Arrows, where Arthur fought his last battle they say, a man was leaning on his crook, shouting to his dogs. I bade him good morning and received a perfunctory nod in return. I was not surprised. Welsh farmers, unlike their Lakeland counterparts, have never seen mountains as anything more than grazing land, and regard any other activity upon them with an attitude that varies from amused indifference to angry contempt. But then, both their language and their way of life are sore-pressed these days. Perhaps a defensive attitude is inevitable. I shrugged resignedly and ran on up the steep screes of the Watkin Path, not much faster than walking, probably, but good for legs and lungs I tell myself. And so to the highest point in England and Wales where, as yet, all was quiet.

         Way below, the water of Llydaw and Teryn and the distant Mymbyr lakes glinted in the grey-blue mistiness, enfolded by the arms of Moel Siabod and the Glyderau. In the east, too, lakes were the only features to stand out from the enveloping haze – silver reflections up on the Moelwyns, around Manod, and farthest of all, little Llyn Conwy set in the boggy heath of the Migneint. A one-legged herring-gull cocked its head hopefully but I had nothing to give it. Over the airy crests of Crib y Ddysgl and Crib Goch I ran with care, making it a point of honour to balance along the knife edge, then, stride lengthening, down the path and back to Pen-y-Pass. I glanced at my watch. It was exactly three hours since I had left the car. There was time for a quick cup of coffee in Capel Curig before starting work. Rain was in the air, the best of the day was over. But I did not mind. I had made the most of it and in my pocket was a keepsake, a small but perfect crystal from one of the stony ledges of Lliwedd.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Part 3 –

            Wintertime

         

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 7 –

            POINT FIVE (1973)

         

         I looked at my watch – it was only nine o’clock. What could have woken me so early? Then I became aware of Geoff regarding me sleepily. ‘I know what that bloke meant,’ he mumbled, ‘when he said that if you are dry you can’t possibly imagine being wet.’ That seemed an odd thing to say, but it was too much of an effort to think of a reply, so I just grunted. Only gradually did it all come back, culminating in that eternal, 20 mph, lay-by-crawling drive, and our arrival five hours before, stumbling up the streaming hillside to the bothy. Dreamily, I luxuriated in the knowledge that we really were dry and warm.

         A wet cold had been the dominant sensation all day. The sploshing, boot-sucking walk up through the peat from the distillery at midday had been normal – the wet feet part, anyway. It was normal, too, that the back of my shirt should be soaked with sweat from the sack, even though the forecast had been for a low freezing level. But the stance at the foot of the first pitch beneath overhanging rock which perpetrated a myriad drips that did not quite add up to a waterfall, seemed out of place on a Scottish winter climb where, as all the best books tell you, weather of arctic ferocity can be expected. I had a waterproof jacket, but that nasty clammy feeling was soon advertising itself around my neck, working its way insidiously downwards, and my breeches drank up the moisture like thirsty cacti.

         But if I was damp on the stance, I wasn’t going to become any drier by climbing. I was safely to one side of the spindrift cascades that were being flushed almost incessantly down the gully: Geoff was right under them, and every so often he would disappear completely. Then, the two ropes vanishing into mobile whiteness were the only assurance that I was not entirely alone. I was reminded of that wet day a fortnight previously, when we had walked as far as the CIC intending to do this climb, thought better of it, and done battle with a rainy Clachaig Gully instead. Not that I was watching closely, for chunks of ice, large and small, and some very large, were peeling off the rock above and all around, rattling like castanets on our helmets, and it was asking for trouble to look up. They weren’t as lethal as stones, but the whirring and whining and banging kept me in a state of expectant, hunched-up tension. But then, I was not climbing.

         When Geoff had traversed left across a steep wall and disappeared back right over a bulge, and it was my turn to climb, I discovered that I no longer had time to worry about the lumps of ice. When the big flows came, I could only take a deep breath, keep my head down and cling on for dear life; and when the deluge eased, the sleeves of my jacket would be filled with snow, because it doesn’t have storm-cuffs. I would look up quickly to spot the next few moves, only to find that snow had piled up behind my glasses and I was blind. I was shivering and uncoordinated, and my hands lacked strength to grip the hammers. No, there wasn’t time to worry about falling ice.

         I was still cold when I reached Geoff. It hadn’t seeped through to him yet, and as I wrung out the dripping Dachsteins, grumbling, he said with just a hint of malice, ‘This’ll warm you up.’ I glanced surreptitiously upwards, and caught a glimpse of an alarmingly vertical ice groove before the next torrent arrived. ‘We must be crazy,’ I remarked, and started climbing. Perhaps we were, perhaps we should have abseiled off. The climb was manifestly ‘out of condition’ and we hadn’t started it till 2.30 p.m. But it’s good to be crazy sometimes. When I lose the urge occasionally to flout the rules, to laugh in the face of the pundits, I shall know that mental middle age has set in and it is time to be measured for my coffin. Besides, now that I was leading, and all energy and attention were about to be absorbed to the exclusion of wet and cold and mere physical sensation, retreat was the last thing on my mind.

         Technically, the pitch was hard, but easier than it looked, because often it was possible to bridge and not many moves were properly out of balance. Just as well, since it was like climbing Mr Whippy ice cream. Only occasionally did the hammer picks bite in securely, and since I could have waited all day for the spindrift to stop, most of the time I had no idea where I was placing hands and feet. Once, the snow gave way beneath me, and, as the weight came on my arms, the hammer picks sliced out. Even as I registered that I was falling off, both feet relocked into a bridging position two feet lower down.

         Normally, I suppose, I would have been left quivering with fright. But the bombardment of ice and near-suffocation in rushing drift rendered thought impossible and I was quite unmoved. Geoff hadn’t noticed – only the blue top of his crash-hat was visible below – and I reflected that ‘what the eye don’t see the heart don’t grieve over’. Banging in an ice peg, more because it seemed the right thing to do than because I believed in it, I moved up again, and before long was ensconced in a little bay where I could rest and place a proper peg runner.

         Above was a steep chimney but it seemed straightforward by comparison, and a chimneying position, with immovable rock to brace my back against, felt deliciously safe. The notorious final pitch was rearing up ahead now, and hoping to belay on rock at the foot of it, I started up another, easier-angled chimney. Halfway up, however, the rope came tight and I had to search for a belay. On ice you either climb a steep pitch quickly or you fall off: it is the quest for protection that takes time. It took me longer to find a crack that would accept half an inch of inverted blade than to climb the pitch, and though voices stood no chance against the continual hurly-burly of the snow, I was conscious of misery down below. Finally I was tied on and, wedging myself into the chimney, yanked the rope for Geoff to come.
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