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			To George for starting me off, to all of those with whom I have had so many great days climbing, and, in particular, to Nicki, Tess and Alec who have had to put up with my irrepressible urge to go climbing.
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			A strong and irresistible feeling of modesty now invaded each individual of the party, and no one would consent to accept the usually coveted distinction of descending as last man. This humility of mind seeming wholly proof to the blandishments of the most artful flattery, we had to seek another method of grappling with the difficulty.

			On the inside of the flake and about six feet below us, was a small ledge from which it appeared that a staircase might be constructed leading obliquely down the crevasse. It emerged beyond the edge of the flake at the level of the low snowfield. Whether it would be possible to cross the ’schrund at this point was not very certain, but in mountaineering something should always be left to luck. It adds such zest and interest to the proceedings!

			A.F. MUMMERY

			My Climbs in the Alps and Caucasus

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Education with George

			

			Struggles with the Boa Constrictor – Beetham routes in Borrowdale – our fall in Stanger Ghyll – diarrhoea in the Bertol Hut – Rothorn, Dom, Monte Rosa and other 4000m peaks – discos on Saturdays, Harrison’s on Sundays with Morrison and Stevenson – my first minivan

			Poor Ian was never really a climber; in fact he was never really an outdoor enthusiast at all. My grandmother always assured me (much to my irritation) that he had ‘fine limbs’ but this alone seemed not to be a qualification for enjoying a life grappling with the joys of nature. Personally I felt he had rather fat limbs and, being a somewhat precocious child, never tired of saying so. I had however been close friends with Ian since nursery days. He was a ginger tousle-haired child with a mischievous sense of humour reminiscent of William in Richmal Crompton’s books. Although we ended up at different schools our friendship continued in the holidays and our early adventures tended to be planned together. As those consisted of exploring the local sewage system or cycling at night (without lights) up the M1, George, my father, felt that perhaps a rather more hygienic and less dangerous pastime was called for.

			He had always had an interest in the outdoors, but living in the rather rundown North London suburb of Harlesden with no car had been a major handicap which consigned escape to the hills to his annual holidays from the printers where he worked. Finances were also a problem. Pre-war expeditions to the Alps tended to be on a ‘one-off’ basis and trips further afield were definitely out.

			Ironically, as was the case with many British servicemen, it was the 1939-45 war which was to give him the opportunity to visit other parts of the world and to develop his love of exploration, other cultures and, most importantly for me, mountain environments. In retrospect he was perhaps rather fortunate to have survived the war and in fact seems to have had rather a good time. Despite volunteering for front-line duties at various intervals, his most memorably unpleasant experience was digging up an old toilet area with his bare hands whilst trying to fashion a pillow out of North African sand dune many miles away from the nearest water supply. This left a marked impression (and odour) and distinctly spoiled his war until a combination of poor eyesight in one eye and good fortune saw him being posted to South Africa where the Drakensberg mountains provided unlimited recreational possibilities in what appeared to be unlimited recreation time. A subsequent stint in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and then northern India gave him a more varied diet of outdoor pleasure and a distant first sight of Everest.

			The bug had bitten, so to speak, but it was to be thirty-five years before he would see the Himalayan giants again. Marriage to my mother immediately after the war was followed by much hill-walking in Britain and, the highlight of this era, a guided walk up the Allalinhorn (4027m) near Zermatt. My arrival in 1956 put a brake on such extravagances. Then my mother’s sudden illness and tragic death in 1959, followed almost immediately by my father’s redundancy from a supposedly secure job, were hardly events likely to result in a surge in recreational activity.

			My grandmother moved in, ostensibly to replace my mother as best she could, and gradually George’s enthusiasms came to the fore once more. Along with Arthur and Tony, a couple of friends of his from the printing trade, he used to pay intermittent visits to the sandstone outcrops around Tunbridge Wells, with me continually pestering him to include the eight-year-old Fowler body in such activities. Initially he was reluctant, but as our childhood games became increasingly dangerous the time came when it was clearly safer for us to be engrossed in vertical excitement under the parental wing rather than being left to our own devices.

			There was, however, one final obstacle to the start of my climbing career – my father’s Reliant Supervan Mark III. I could never understand why he insisted on being the proud owner of one of these vehicles and took delight in emphasising the camaraderie involved in waving to fellow Reliant three-wheeler owners. This vehicle was the overriding embarrassment of my schooldays and I would spend hours dreaming up schemes to avoid being seen anywhere in it. Those few friends who knew of the vehicle’s existence referred to it disparagingly as ‘the Spazwagon’, a name which I always felt to be eminently suitable.

			It was a sort of putrid blue colour – Aztec blue was, I believe, the exact tone. Having no interior lining, it was possible to see the ribs and veins of the fibreglass and get the feeling of being truly at one with the road, or exposed to the elements, depending on one’s interpretation. Almost overriding the fibreglass factor was the lack of a fourth wheel. My father assured me that this was a good point in that it saved money by allowing him to tax the vehicle as a motorbike and drive it on a motorbike licence. Personally I tended to notice more its unnerving habit of lurching round corners.

			Altogether I felt it was a rather inauspicious vehicle in which to start my climbing career. Thus there was nothing else for it but to start climbing either on my own or with someone from the small circle of friends who already knew of the Spazwagon’s existence.

			Ian expressed the most interest and was duly persuaded to join me. It is true to say that he did not really possess a rock-climber’s physique. I was soon to discover that having ‘fine limbs’ compared to my ‘thin scrawny ones’ (my grandmother again) did not seem to be an advantage when grappling in the depths of narrow slimy rock chimneys in the sandstone outcrops just south of London. The choice of my first climbing experience was in the hands of my father and so I suppose he can be held responsible for Ian not exactly taking to the sport in a very enthusiastic or effective manner

			High Rocks, two miles west of Tunbridge Wells, was the scene of these early exploits. It is the highest of the sandstone outcrops and one which was ultimately to become my favourite. Lying in the private grounds of the High Rocks Inn, a fee is charged for climbing, and this combined with its northerly, slow-drying aspect made it one of the least frequented of south-east England’s sandstone outcrops. In the mid-1960s it was known primarily for its horrifically undergraded chimney climbs and two isolated buttresses. George and his friends were just about soloing at the standard necessary to get a rope to the top of the two isolated rock towers – the Isolated Buttress and Hut Boulder. Leading was (and still is) very much frowned upon and the usual thing was to solo to the top and rig up a rope around either a tree or, in the case of Hut Boulder, a cemented-in iron ring. After considerable grovelling, one of the adults would stand victorious on top and having arranged the rope down a climb, would then abseil down to the ground and in the true spirit of High Rocks retreat to the tea hut for refreshments. The ropes would hang forlornly, inviting action of some kind. As swings they were ideal and soon we boys were on the receiving end of some serious verbal abuse whilst adults tried in vain to untangle our swing ropes. Our efforts did indeed create an impressive tangle. Solving the problem from below was often out of the question and on one memorable occasion I remember Arthur shaking his way tenuously back to the top whilst Ian and I kept a low profile and sneaked away to explore the other excitement on offer. For a youngster, the dark passages of High Rocks seem to exert an irresistible pull. The endless possibilities for squirming through semi-dark narrow slits, hiding round the innumerable corners and wallowing in the sand, dirt and rare mosses gave me many happy childhood memories.

			On this particular occasion we ended up at the east end of the rocks beneath a notably repulsive cleft called Boa Constrictor Chimney. The name is perhaps apt: a slimy two-foot-wide fissure runs thirty feet back into the cliff face. Being heavily shaded it is seldom dry. Today I see that it receives little attention from intrepid climbers. In the ’sixties things were different; the days of designer Lycra were many years away. One’s success, or otherwise, as a climber seemed to be gauged by the general scruffiness of one’s equipment and the cultivation of a dishevelled ‘hard man’ look. Boa Constrictor Chimney was ideal for giving clothes that well-worn look and bringing a colour to the face which generally conveyed the impression that one had been well exercised. To be well exercised and dirty was deemed to be ‘good’.

			Anyway, having abandoned the adults and their tangle of ropes on the Isolated Buttress, it was at the foot of this chimney that we were eventually tracked down by a rather annoyed father who had spent the last hour or so nosing around the depths of the passages failing to appreciate the joys of youthful exploration or find his son.

			Ian had banana sandwiches for lunch, caringly prepared by Mrs Roffe who could not have been expected to foresee what her poor son would be put through. For some unfathomable reason, Boa Constrictor was one of George’s favourite climbs at High Rocks. He presumably felt that finding us at the foot of the route indicated that we wished to climb it; or perhaps it was a desire to inflict some perverse sort of punishment that led him to rig up a top rope on this greasy horror show. Either way the end result was unfortunate for Ian. As well as being greasy the chimney is initially overhanging on both sides and a tremendous effort is required to struggle up to a horizontal break which provides the first respite at fifteen feet. Ian’s fine limbs appeared to slip easily over the slime and despite much furious activity little progress was evident. On a more positive note, dirt and grazes were liberally spread all over his knees and elbows as the ‘hard man’ look was becoming apparent. Ian seemed unable to appreciate this. Grovelling and grunting noises were interspersed with occasional pleas of ‘Let me down!’ which, of course, no one else was able or willing to hear.

			The episode gradually drew to a slithering climax as, with a despairing gushing sound, the contents of Ian’s stomach were ejected on to the already slimy walls of the chimney. Half-digested banana and High Rocks slime appeared to be a combination notably lacking in friction, and upward progress was promptly reversed into a friction-free slide back to the ground. Boa Constrictor was not attempted again that day.

			Mrs Roffe was perhaps used to her son being impregnated with banana-flavoured vomit but she had not met the penetrating quality of High Rocks slime. George was quizzed about how to wash it out and Ian did not come climbing again!

			George, though, persevered. Having lost my mother when I was three, he was rather lumbered with me and, not put off by Ian’s rapid exit from the climbing scene, moved on to such exploits as hauling a small and frightened Fowler Junior up a wide variety of modestly graded but memorably exciting climbs.

			Away from the South-East, Scotland appeared to be his favourite area. A combination of slow roads and the Spazwagon factor inevitably meant that two precious days were necessary for the journey from London to the Highlands. The journeys were punctuated by my father’s renderings of ‘Oh I’ll take the high road and you’ll take the low road and I’ll be in Scotland afore ye’, whilst I sat looking generally bored and wondering how the Spazwagon could possibly hope to get there before anyone. Being of that tiresomely inquisitive and questioning age, I was quick to observe that the wording of this famous ditty seemed not to stand up to scrutiny.

			It was blatantly obvious that the A74 (the low road) provided the quickest way to Scotland and it seemed ludicrous to me that we should be wasting time fumbling about in the Scottish border towns instead of getting on to the real road and pressing down on the accelerator pedal. George, however, was not to be persuaded and the trips north were inevitably made up of a series of traffic jams in Hawick, Selkirk, Jedburgh and so on as he blasted his tuneful rendition through open windows and I hid below window level so as to avoid seeing the reflection of myself in the Spazwagon in the plate glass of the shop windows as we passed by.

			Although I did not realise it at the time, this bonny country was also where my future climbing partner Victor Saunders was at that very moment suffering even greater embarrassment than mine. Royal sycophants may consider he should have felt honoured but somehow Victor never seems to have felt very proud at being chastised by Prince Charles for cycling across the forecourt at Gordonstoun School. Needless to say, such thoughts have inspired me through many a distressing moment on later occasions.

			Overall though, the Spazwagon did us well; it successfully made many trips to Scotland, shielding us from both rain and midges. George had a marked enthusiasm for hill-walking with a touch of ‘scrambling’ thrown in. This could mean we tackled anything from walking up Ben Nevis in summer to desperate grappling with ice-encrusted sections of the Skye Ridge in spring.

			I particularly recall the one occasion when I ever saw him genuinely ‘gripped’. The date must have been back in the mid-’sixties. The Spazwagon had safely managed the 630 miles to Skye in two days and had with ingenuity negotiated the two plank bridges of the single-track road to arrive at the Glenbrittle campsite in the heart of the Cuillin Hills. Years later it was a drive that we would manage regularly for the weekend, but twenty-five years ago I regarded it as something of an exploratory expedition. George was engrossed in a long-standing project to drag me along the Cuillin Ridge missing out the most difficult bits. Such a project is not an easy one to define, as the definition of a ‘difficult bit’ is open to considerable interpretation. Obstacles such as the Bhasteir Tooth and the Thearlaich Dubh Gap were classed as ‘too difficult’, whereas by the mid-1960s the long side of the Inaccessible Pinnacle (moderate grade) was clearly classed as worth a try. Rigged up with a traditional waist belay, I was duly positioned at a stance at the foot of the difficulties from where I could witness my father’s every move and theoretically be ready and prepared to halt any death-defying plummets. It had never really sunk home before that a leader fall was anything other than an inconceivably remote possibility. On this occasion though, a steady shaking from above revealed that all was not well. The appearance of a large crowd of over-interested walkers did not ease the situation.

			‘Are you all right? Traverse left a bit. I think you’ve passed the crux.’

			George seemed not to respond positively to this series of helpful interjections. The rope continued to transmit uncomfortable sensations whilst a judderingly hesitant descent interspersed with loud whispers of ‘watch me’, ‘take in’ and other less repeatable comments enthralled the avid onlookers. A final semi-controlled leap saw him arrive rapidly back at the belay ledge to a round of appreciative murmurs from below.

			Such exposure to the masses seemed not to be George’s idea of fun and climbing visits to frequented areas became few and far between. Instead I found myself experiencing a forced introduction to climbs like Bentley Beetham’s routes in Borrowdale. Bentley Beetham was active in the Lake District, and Borrowdale in particular, for forty years from the 1920s through to the 1950s. A schoolteacher from Barnard Castle, he delighted in the exploration of new crags and is credited with the discovery of Shepherds Crag in Borrowdale. Though a talented climber, he was unusual in that he also relished the prospect of unearthing easy routes from beneath copious quantities of vegetation and stringing together a series of pitches connected by vegetated walking. He wrote prolifically and some of the route descriptions in his 1953 Borrowdale guide, which formed George’s Bible at the time, are the antithesis of today’s crisp blow-by-blow accounts which leave so little room for uncertainty. Here is his description of North Buttress at Shepherds Crag:

			North Buttress – about 150 feet – Very Severe.

			On the only known ascent of this fine challenge the climber spent ten hours a virtual prisoner on the crag. The route followed, if it could be plotted, would look like maniacal hieroglyphics, but eventually he crawled out at the top – an ascent had been made but no route found!

			No one was credited with that first ascent and it is hardly surprising that on numerous trips to Shepherds Crag in the early ’seventies I never saw anyone on it.

			A lot of Beetham’s routes were never really popular. George, however, seemed to find the easier ones ideal introductory routes, ‘away from the crowds’ as he put it.

			Troutdale Introductory sticks in my memory. Current guide books have long since given up trying to describe its tortuous path up Black Crag, Borrowdale via a series of short rock steps and challenging vegetation. Every Easter without fail would find us grappling up the steeply vegetated hillside, referring hopefully to the guide book in an unsuccessful attempt to pinpoint our location. Occasionally climbers would appear on steep clean pieces of rock to one side or the other. Their confused looks said it all. I became adept at avoiding eye contact and stared inanely at the vegetation. George meanwhile cursed the guide book, which insisted on describing everything in relation to the vegetation (hardly surprising), and valiantly fought his way upwards.

			We used to stay at the Langstrath Hotel in the picturesque village of Stonethwaite where George would enthral the Easter clientele of old ladies with tales of our daring deeds. Several of the Easter guests at the hotel were there every year and lived in Keswick, just a few miles down the road. The fact that they could enjoy a holiday so close to home was inconceivable to me. Their average age must have been in the region of eighty and their understanding of the urge that led to my father dragging a wiry twelve-year-old up steep areas of vegetation appeared limited. He always went to great lengths to emphasise the safety precautions taken, which, to the best of my memory, consisted of a length of old hawser-laid rope, some very heavy steel karabiners and ancient hawser prusik loops which he had once carried around on glacial walks in the Alps. Accidents were somehow averted on the steep bits but, as always seems to be the case, our closest shave was whilst descending relatively easy ground on a zigzag track down Stanger Ghyll above Stonethwaite.

			I had a marked enthusiasm for cairn-building at this time and would grace even the most obscure Lakeland trails with remarkably ornate and fragile specimens which, much to my concern, dismally failed to weather the slightest breeze and would frequently completely disappear from one Easter to the next. On this occasion I was meticulously adding the finishing touches to a particularly fine example of delicate Fowler stonework when a shout from above revealed that all was not well. The next moment George’s stumbling body clipped my back and we were both rolling down towards a steep rocky gully. Panic-stricken clawing at the steep grass and rocks just about had the desired effect after forty feet or so and a rather battered father and son compared an impressive array of bumps and grazes. If nothing else I was duly impressed that such a potentially disastrous predicament could arise on such a boring straightforward walking path.

			George, of course, having concluded that there were no serious injuries, was becoming increasingly concerned about the ear bashing that he was likely to endure from the OAP contingent back at the hotel. His fears proved to be well founded. Advancing years bring out the worst in some people. It struck me that their views on most things were likely to equate to my own view of ‘exceedingly tedious and boring behaviour’. I vowed to ensure that a certain amount of irresponsibility and excitement was injected into my life. George fought his corner well but could see it was a losing battle.

			It was shortly after this that the emphasis changed and steep vegetated scrambles were replaced with horrendously long walks over the fells which George was subtle enough to describe as ‘Alpine training’; complete with 5 a.m. starts and a rucksack full of fitness-enhancing rocks.

			George’s very limited experience of the Alps consisted of walking up the Allalinhorn – a straightforward 4000-metre peak in the Zermatt region – with my mother and a guide some time in the early 1950s, and a rather more adventurous incident with friends a few years later. This involved an attempt to climb a sharp rock pinnacle called the Aiguille de la Tsa above Arolla in the Swiss Alps. The result was the sort of epic-laden outing essential to any mountaineer’s pub repertoire. The details are rather hazy, but it seems that on leaving Arolla the intrepid trio’s approach to the Bertol Hut, where the usual route up the mountain starts, was not the pleasant walk that the guide book described. A classic three-way disagreement amongst the team resulted in not only the wrong path, but also the wrong valley being followed. Remarkably it took several hours before it was realised that very few other people frequented this particular valley and the serious ice slopes they were now contouring in the evening light appeared not to be the voie normale to the hut in question. An enforced bivouac followed by several roped pitches to traverse an intervening ridge completed probably the first two-day approach to the hut. Worse was to come. Having braved a misty Alpine start, a slight technical error with regard to navigation resulted in a lengthy session of wandering around on the flat glacier, followed by an adrenalin-pumping descent into the Val d’Herens on the other side of the mountain. This was doubly unfortunate as not only had the mountain failed to reveal itself, but much of their sleeping gear had been left at the Bertol Hut. This of course necessitated another walk up from their base at Arolla which, if nothing else, enabled them to see exactly where they had gone wrong the first time.

			Equipped with such dubious credentials, George made the realistic decision to book us both on a two-week course with the Austrian Alpine Club. This introduced a rather nervous thirteen-year-old Fowler to the questionable pleasures of Alpine starts but it was not until the following year that we were to venture out on our own and discover what it was really all about. George’s desire to succeed where he had failed twenty years earlier surfaced, with the result that the summer of 1970 saw us admiring the scene of his team’s route-finding talents back in 1950, whilst successfully following the clearly marked path up from Arolla to the Bertol Hut.

			I had never seen anything like it before. The hut perched on a huge pinnacle at the edge of the glacier and was gained only by a series of precarious ladders and rope handrails. ‘Hut’ of course is a relative term; the building slept over a hundred people and had a resident warden who tried his best to operate some sort of restaurant service single handed. Dropping down on to the snow slopes below was a fifty-metres-long one-metre-diameter tube which supposedly funnelled effluent down into a wide crevasse in the glacier. An extensive brown stain demonstrated that this was not always the case. Settling down in the hut seemed not dissimilar to being one of an enormous swarm of flies homing in on a solitary turd. Bodies scuttled around as part of a seething mass whilst excrement fumes wafted intermittently up from the glacier below. Meals were theoretically conducted in three sittings whilst many, including ourselves, chose to fend for themselves outside on the walkways.

			Sleeping was an experience not to be missed. I believe the hut was holding something like three times its supposed capacity and I ended up squeezed between the wall and George who was, in turn, forced heavily against me by an enormous Frenchman who had somehow mastered the art of sleeping in such circumstances and emitted a constant reverberating snore. The whole place was filled with nasal grumblings while the forced insomniacs could occasionally be heard muttering amongst themselves. Worse was to come. Presumably it was the rich salami consumed earlier on the hut balcony that was having a distressing effect on a body more used to a strictly English diet along the chops, peas and potatoes line. Lying awake in the fetid atmosphere caused by a serious excess of body heat, I lay in fear of the moment that I would have to find a torch, climb over the sleeping bodies on the communal mattresses and search for the upper end of the awesome defecating tube. My stomach churned mercilessly, I felt distinctly unwell. The moment had come. Searching furiously for a torch, I realised too late that an attack of diarrhoea was upon me.

			In such situations fourteen-year-old boys tend to seek the advice and support of their parents. George had somehow managed to dose off and had joined the band of snorers, so was understandably displeased to be woken up and faced with an inconvenient and odorous predicament which threatened to lose him not only his hard-won sleeping position but also the chance to do any climbing the next day. Nevertheless, parental duty called and together we stumbled awkwardly over restless bodies towards the fresh air of the outside toilet balcony. Stomach disorders seemed popular that night and the length of the queue guaranteed further mishaps. It was a rather sorry-looking and still slightly smelly young Fowler who spent the rest of the night perched on a bench on the hut balcony, while George spent most of the remaining hours climbing over bodies in an effort to regroup all our scattered belongings, most of which it seemed had found their way underneath our less than slim French sleeping companion. My Mars bar in particular suffered badly from this experience.

			At 4.30 a.m. on the dot the first alarms sprang into life and the hive stirred into activity again. Remarkably, I felt rather better and battled valiantly to secure a realistic-sized piece of bread and jam to go with the half bar of Kendal mint cake which George assured me would soon see me ‘bursting with energy’. This might have been something of an overstatement but it was true that once clear of the hut things went much more smoothly and a reasonable walk across glaciers, followed by some fine pitches on good rock, saw my first Alpine peak conquered. In retrospect I can only recall two emotions: the elation of standing on top and the embarrassment of my little ‘incident’ in the hut. The Bertol Hut is of course now much bigger and more modern, but my aversion to staying in organised mountain accommodation has remained with me to this day.

			Summer Alpine trips continued, albeit reluctantly on occasions as the disco scene began to exert its pull, and many of the major 4000-metre peaks succumbed to our efforts. What we lacked in competence and good equipment we certainly made up for in enthusiasm. Standing on top of the Dent Blanche it was with an undoubted sense of pride and satisfaction that I was able to look around and mentally ‘tick off’ those mountains that we had climbed: the Rothorn, Bishorn, Dom, Monte Rosa, Lagginhorn, Strahlhorn … all 4000-metre peaks which succumbed to our efforts, and with the enthusiasm of youth outpacing ability, I began to have my own objectives. Doubtless, I became a complete pain to George who deeply wanted to do the routes that I nagged him to take me on but knew we were not up to them. This did not stop me learning in hope the guide-book descriptions to the Teufelsgrat Ridge on the Täschhorn, the Zmutt Ridge on the Matterhorn and many more.

			George was now in his late fifties and so, back home, was less keen on weekly visits to the South-Eastern sandstone. But for me a typical weekend involved a Saturday job at Wembley’s Woolworth’s en route for too much drink with Ian (who had by now foresworn climbing), ending with the relentless pounding of the North London Saturday night disco scene, then up in a still hungover state at 5 a.m. on Sunday morning to catch the 6 a.m. Tube from Stonebridge Park to get to Harrison’s Rocks by 10 a.m. Standing in the dark on a deserted station platform after only five hours’ sleep never struck me as a very good way to start the day but at the age of sixteen/seventeen with no alternative forms of transport there was no other choice. Sundays are always the height of British Rail’s track maintenance programme with the result that the journey time varied tremendously and the numerous stops and starts played havoc with the rather delicate ‘morning after’ feeling. Groombridge station, a few miles west of Tunbridge Wells, marked the end of suffering and the beginning of the climbing experience.

			In those days Terry’s Festerhaunt provided an ideal meeting place. In the 1960s and early ’70s. Terry Tullis was one of the leading lights of the South-East climbing scene and had soloed many of the hardest routes at Harrison’s. A rotivator blade broke and embedded itself in his leg, curtailing his difficult climbing, but he retained his enthusiasm and love of the area, set up the Festerhaunt cafe and climbing shop and even today is still very closely associated with activities at the Rocks. Julie, his wife, was also an enthusiastic climber and it always struck me that there seemed to be a battle of consciences going on over whether they should be serving customers or out there climbing. Julie, of course, was to become increasingly keen on mountaineering and became a well-known Himalayan climber before her tragic death in 1986 on K2 after having achieved the first British ascent of the mountain.

			The Festerhaunt in the 1970s was the undisputed social centre of climbing in the South-East. It opened at 10 a.m. on Sunday mornings and most activists of the day could be found there between 10 and 11 a.m. drinking endless cups of tea, consuming endless slices of cake and generally building up to a strenuous day on the crag or (for the less energetic) transferring direct to a pleasant lunchtime in one of the numerous excellent pubs in the area.

			Climbing on the sandstone outcrops of Kent and Sussex has always attracted a select band of talented devotees, few of whom show very much interest in making their mark elsewhere. The climbs are short, averaging only ten metres or so, and the quality of the rock varies enormously. The best climbs though are classics of their kind and remain firmly engrained on the minds of even the most widely travelled of climbers. Weathering of the soft rock has created formations varying from fingery walls of overhanging honeycomb to horrorshows with little to hang on to but rounded edges covered in ballbearing-like grains of sand. The whole area is well cut by vertical faults which give appealing climbing lines. Because of the softness of the rock and the shortness of the climbs, leading routes has never been popular and ‘top roping’ is the norm. In essence the area could be regarded as a sort of outdoor climbing wall.

			Arriving on the dot of 10 a.m. every Sunday, I soon began to recognise the locals. Trevor Panther I remember as a classical and talented sandstone climber. Rarely showing interest in visiting anywhere other than Harrison’s Rocks, he had at that time been a regular Sunday visitor for something like ten years. His bare-foot style of climbing was as unique as it was effective. Frequently the Panther toes could be spotted straining in some sharp-edged pockets whilst his immensely strong frame hauled him up the hardest route. I could not help but inspect my own weedy arms and wonder if I was getting involved in the right sport for me. Panther was a schoolteacher who introduced many teenagers to the joys of rock-climbing and wrote at least two guide books exclusively covering Harrison’s Rocks. These were unconventional in format and extended the grading system in various ways which never caught on but, in conjunction with the ‘official’ Climbers’ Club guide to the area, they provided unlimited inspiration for the likes of me. Every week I would meticulously comb the pages to choose objectives for the forthcoming Sunday.

			Initially I would set up my top rope (an ancient hawser-laid rope borrowed from George) and beg other passing climbers to belay me, but gradually I became aware of another youth about my age who was clearly doing much the same thing. He had long hair, I short (verging on a crew cut); he wore jeans and a scruffy jacket, I wore my retired ‘stay pressed’ disco trousers and an ageing crombie overcoat – and, horror of horrors, he was clearly a South London boy whereas I was Wembley (behind the stadium) born and bred. Such differences seem major in teenage years, but dissolve more rapidly in a common cause. A climbing partnership which has lasted over twenty years was about to begin.

			Like me, Mike Morrison was at the mercy of British Rail and would suffer similar early starts and hangover-ridden journeys from Thornton Heath. In terms of technical ability, we were much the same, but I was completely taken aback by his irrepressible urge to climb virtually from dawn to dusk. I had learned the guide books more thoroughly than he had, but in terms of footage of rock covered per day, I had clearly a long way to catch up. We soon proved to be compatible climbing partners; my crombie became a shared ‘toe rag’ (essential for cleaning boot soles) and the traditional North/South London divide became a matter for wide-ranging discussion rather than division. After a few Sundays we were fast completing all the routes at Harrison’s Rocks that we were capable of doing and began to make plans to visit farther afield. High Rocks loomed prominently in the guide books, but was not so easily accessible by train. Frustratingly the railway runs virtually beneath the crag and there once was a High Rocks station. By the early 1970s‘though Groombridge was the nearest stop which meant that it was possible to catch a fleeting glimpse of the crags before being carried five miles further down the line.

			Mike was reluctant to waste valuable climbing time walking the five miles to the rocks and five miles back at the end of the day. I too was not exactly over-enamoured at the prospect either, and as a result our exclusive association with Harrison’s Rocks was extended by several Sundays as we contemplated ways of overcoming this problem, and sized up who might be persuaded to give us a lift.

			It was during this period that we both became aware of another lad, much our age, who could be seen regularly poring over the guide book and meticulously tackling classic lines. He was a lightly built, dark-haired chap with a childlike face who shared the early train from Mike’s home station of Thornton Heath and the two soon fell into conversation. Jon Stevenson was, we discovered, every bit as keen as we were, and usually in as poor an initial state, due in his case to the Saturday night Croydon disco scene. It proved more difficult than we had envisaged to cadge lifts to High Rocks from Harrison’s Rocks devotees who could see little reason to move on. But persistent badgering sometimes paid dividends and the other outcrops gradually got put on the itinerary.

			At High Rocks I was amazed at the difficulty of the routes I had managed to struggle up eight or nine years previously. Boa Constrictor Chimney in particular seemed to require an inordinate amount of effort. Its converging greasy walls were a race against failing energy which, when combined with a well-timed comment about poor Ian’s banana sandwich, regularly resulted in talented climbers slithering helplessly back down to the ground.

			Its modest grade of 4b (on a scale of 1-6) was typical of the harsh grading at High Rocks and the chimney climbs in particular. Many tended to shun the outcrop but as we struggled manfully our standards improved and we began to appreciate the quality of the more difficult climbs and even developed an affection for the north-facing outlook and the numerous slimy, energy-absorbing chimneys. Visits to other outcrops followed and soon we were a regular threesome at such overgrown and esoteric gems as Eridge Green Rocks, Happy Valley Rocks and Under Rockes.

			Lack of our own transport continued to be a problem to us, but as we had now passed the age of seventeen the prospect of car ownership became a distinct possibility. Perhaps because I was a few months older than the other two and had saved some money from my paper round and Saturday job at Woolworth’s, I was the first to apply myself to passing the driving test.

			George was supportive in this aim, but for some reason which I have never fathomed felt that I should first pass a test on his 50cc moped. This was to provoke embarrassment on a par with the Spazwagon experience. I do not recall whether helmets were essential in 1972-3 but I shall always remember the fine specimen with a peak and leather ear-flaps that I was forced to wear. It was far too large and tended to swivel around on my head, causing the ear-flaps to obscure all vision at distressingly critical moments. But at least it eased George’s conscience.

			The top speed of the NSU ‘Quickly’, as it was called, was in the region of 30 mph. My christening it the ‘Fartalong Slowly’ did not go down well. Neither did my efforts to pass the test on it. Taking driving seriously on such a machine was difficult and practice sessions with George would result in frayed tempers, whilst those on my own were more geared to testing the moped to its limits rather than concentrating on the finer points of the Highway Code.

			After failing my first attempt, a second moped test was duly booked but, much to my surprise, with only three weeks to go, George yielded to my continual pestering and it was arranged that the test should be taken in a car instead. This boosted my interest no end, but aside from a few lessons with the instructor (who spent most of the time trying to sell me pornographic material) it meant occasional sessions with George in the trusty Spazwagon which amounted to much argument, limited tuition and a rather inexperienced and hesitant young Fowler facing the joys of a driving test. I expected to fail.

			Usually things go horribly wrong in such situations but on the day in question the instructor’s Mini seemed remarkably obedient. It reversed round corners with ease, gear-changed smoothly, indicated at all times and generally behaved as if under the control of an experienced and competent driver. I knew the area around Harrow Test Centre well and became increasingly nervous as I realised that we were heading back for the Test Centre with a possible pass under my belt. I could hardly believe the end result. Officially, I was competent to drive. Six months later I had invested £200 and was the proud owner of a battered blue minivan – the first of thirteen to follow.

			Mobility at last. The horizons broadened overnight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Laying the Foundations

			

			North Wales trips in the minivan – first Tremadoc climbs: Plumb, Meshach, Stromboli, Tensor – the Padarn Lake and Joe Brown – early climbs on Cloggy and in the Pass – a free attempt on Zukator

			I got my driving experience driving fourteen miles a day between George’s house in Wembley and Harrow Council where I had drifted into a job when I gave up on being a trainee quantity surveyor. This latter had involved four evenings a week at college, an effort that I decided was disproportionate to my enthusiasm for quantity surveying. Working for Harrow Council required no commitment and nurtured no enthusiasm, but it funded the disco scene and put petrol in the van, and by Christmas I had ten drives to work under my belt and felt ready for a week in North Wales with Mike and Jon.

			The tedious 65 mph grinds (my top speed) up the M1 and M6 on a Friday came to be enlivened by vigorous arguments about the routes we should be aiming for on arrival and ferocious quiz sessions based on our devouring of the climbing guides. As a result of these I am still able to quote the order of difficulty of the Extremely Severe climbs listed in the back of the 1970 Crew/Harris guide to Tremadoc, a particularly useless talent which has attracted much derision at parties over the years. A stop at Hollies transport cafe near the junction of the M6 and A5 became the key to Friday night manoeuvres and a focal point for many carloads of climbers travelling to Wales from London and the South Midlands. What the regular lorry-driver clientele made of our flowery arm movements as we sought to impress each other with climbing tales can only be imagined. But a resilient team of serving ladies coped with us all. The Hollies was and still is an interesting microculture. Before visiting this fine establishment I would never have considered a transport cafe as a venue for a romantic evening out. But one frequently sees couples enjoying just that at the Hollies.

			Beyond Hollies the A5 is, of course, now much improved but in those days the winding road responded to those who knew it well and, with rapidly increasing confidence behind the wheel, it was possible to make up some of the time lost to faster vehicles on the motorway. Even so it was still five to six hours’ driving from Wembley to Llanberis. Rarely did we arrive before midnight. Mike Morrison would take a lift up with Bob Gookey of the Croydon Club and meet us at Humphrey’s Barn. His stories of driving with Bob went a long way towards restoring my battered driving ego. It seemed that on one occasion Bob had missed the M6 turn-off from the M1 and simply reversed his ancient Ford back down the hard shoulder until he could start off again in the fast lane of the M6. On another occasion he had a brush with a crash barrier and careered across the M1 towards a concrete bridge strut. A fine piece of corrective steering saw the front end preserved but the back of the van swung round hard into the strut. In the back two newcomers were snoozing contentedly in their sleeping-bags until the force of the impact burst the back doors open and two cocooned bodies spewed forth to bump uncomfortably along the hard shoulder.

			Humphrey’s Barn in the Llanberis Pass was a favourite North Wales haunt in the early 1970s. It was not quite as basic as it sounds, containing twenty or so bunkbeds arranged around the walls, and boasting rudimentary washing facilities. Certainly on a wet and windy winter weekend it was distinctly more comfortable than the traditional Llanberis Pass campsites. Like most establishments, the barn has fallen in and out of favour over the years but at Christmas 1974 when we first went there it was definitely the ‘in’ place to be – so much so that overcrowding was a serious problem. I knew very few of the people there when we arrived but a healthy scene of after-pub banter and robust debate over who would get the beds as opposed to the floor guaranteed that my circle of climbing friends had enlarged considerably by the end of the week.

			My climbing experience was in for a bit of enlarging too as I thrashed wildly on the greasy Tremadoc rock, endeavouring to convert southern sandstone 5c top-roping competence to North Wales 5c on the sharp end of the rope. I discovered that the key to success was keeping cool and moving quickly between resting spots. Sandstone standards were certainly higher and it was more the mental difficulties associated with leading that had to be overcome rather than the technical difficulty of making the moves. Mike, Jon and I were of much the same standard and fell in naturally as a compatible climbing team. The solid, well-protected classics of Tremadoc were suited to our abilities and despite the generally appalling weather we climbed virtually nonstop, whooping with delight up such classics as Plum, Meschach, Stromboli and Tensor.

			The social life was equally new and exciting – from the Tremadoc cafe to the much revered Padarn pub scene in Llanberis. The latter was the Mecca of all visiting ‘hard men’ at this time. The Croydon Club team that Mike and Jon were loosely associated with preferred the rather more sedate atmosphere of the Vaynol Arms at Nant Peris, but for us three the Padarn exerted an irresistible attraction. It certainly was not a comfortable or in any way salubrious bar but it could not be denied that it was incredibly popular. In fact reaching the bar itself was something of an achievement and involved literally forcing oneself through a heaving throng of bodies. Beer spilled liberally in these jostlings and murky puddles would form in slight depressions in the undulating floor. A particularly deep puddle tended to form close to the toilet door which made a visit very challenging indeed. Not only was there a paddling manoeuvre which tended to focus eyes on the ground, but as an objective danger the dartboard was, for some reason that I never really understood, just next to the gents’. Unwary toilet-goers leaving with eyes to the ground stood a real risk of wavering into the path of inebriated but intense darts players who seriously resented the inconvenience of a body interfering with the flight path of their finest shot and would verbally open fire at any distraction regardless of where their darts ended up.

			As with any pub, though, it was the people that made it great. It had been the traditional drinking spot for the likes of Joe Brown and Don Whillans, and the much revered Mr Brown enjoyed the privilege of his own glass behind the bar and a more or less reserved bar stool away from the major puddles. Joe Brown was a complete hero to the three of us who had avidly read his book The Hard Years and soaked up the aura surrounding the man and his climbs. Even now, twenty years later, his reputation has stood the test of time and one can see that he and one or two other members of the Rock and Ice Club boosted standards and laid the foundations of modern hard rock-climbing in Britain. Brown was undoubtedly the most prolific and his complete domination of the North Wales and Peak District scenes from the late 1940s to the early 1960s (not to mention his important routes in the ’seventies and ’eighties) was unprecedented and will probably never be seen again.

			News travelled more slowly in those days. The glossy climbing magazines that we are now used to were still some years away and news about Brown’s climbs was passed on by word of mouth with suitable embellishment. Tremendous reputations were built up and his routes were approached with a marked degree of trepidation even in the 1970s. His classic lines were to inspire future generations: Dangler, The Rasp and Valkyrie in the Peak; Cenotaph Corner, Cemetery Gates and Hangover in the Llanberis Pass; Shrike, Vember and the Mostest on Clogwyn Du’r Arddu (Snowdon); the Mousetrap, Red Wall and Dinosaur on the sea cliffs at Gogarth (Anglesey) – all were magnificent routes up stunningly obvious lines that just called out to be climbed. All three of us were hooked. A world full of Brown routes was out there awaiting our attention.

			Sleeping three in the back of a minivan was cosy but at least went some of the way towards overcoming the inadequacies of our sleeping-bags purchased at ridiculously low prices from Woolworths and blatantly unable to cope with our requirements.

			Breakfast in Llanberis was a problem in the early 1970s. Al Harris, a climber who had moved to North Wales to join the ‘scene’ (and was perhaps best known for his driving and partying escapades), ran a café for a couple of years but by 1975 when our regular visits started this had closed down and nothing had really taken its place. Such problems though could not be allowed to impede the young and keen. Mike somehow became responsible for breakfast, which was eaten in the van and invariably consisted of, for some odd reason, a couple of tins of mandarin oranges between us, along with a loaf of bread, all washed down by liberal quantities of stream water. Mike Morrison in particular seemed to thrive on this diet and, being an irrepressibly early starter, was prone to fling open the back door of the van at first light and let forth with exuberant ditties about the joys of the morning. So startled sheep and 6 a.m. starts from the van were the norm – a state of affairs which particularly distressed Jon who was not renowned for his early-morning enthusiasm, but could not deny it guaranteed maximum climbing hours. Gradually, we saw our standards edge upwards. Firstly we concentrated on ticking off as many routes as possible, rather than on technical difficulty, but as we gained confidence our attention turned to those Brown classics that had always seemed to be rather beyond our abilities.
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