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            To my mum and dad; my sister, Kathryn; my daughter, Tannith; Di Taylor, my ever-undaunted companion on many years of exploration, and now my wife; and all those who unquestioningly supported me along the way.

            
                

            

            Thanks.

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            Precis

         

         I had never intended to write my autobiography; a bit too narcissistic perhaps, or an admission that it’s ‘game over’. I even held publication of Troll Wall in abeyance until 2011 – forty-six years after simultaneous first ascents by a Norwegian team and us, ‘the English’. I had written the story directly after the climb then shelved it to escape the limelight and get on with my life.

         When it was finally published, people asked when I was going to write my autobiography. Matt Heason, for example, says in his review of the book that, ‘the chapters either side of the ascent … are absolutely fascinating. I sincerely hope that he is, as I write, locked in a room somewhere typing up his full memoirs as they are destined to impress and inspire.’ In similar vein, Andy Kirkpatrick commented, ‘You’d hope that age would slow Tony enough so that he’d finally sit still and write a few more memoirs, so we might have a chance of more books like this.’

         Then in 2014, despite it being a good summer, events transpired to ground me more than anticipated. My regular climbing mate Mick Shaw was struggling with a bad heel after smashing it in a bouldering fall. My shoulder was also playing up – ‘Wear and tear, what do you expect at your age?’, the doctor said unhelpfully – and my wife and climbing and trekking partner, Di, had a knee problem. ‘Why don’t you do some writing?’ she suggested.

         I do enjoy writing, so here I am: shut up in a room, sat at my computer while out of my window I can see the Peak District cliffs where I started climbing over sixty years ago. Di and I are still out every week, either walking or climbing. We had our annual six-week trip to Jordan in the spring and together with friends almost finalised one of our oldest ongoing projects, the 400-mile Jordan Trail. We were also walking and climbing in Shetland, even new routing on a sea cliff we found, and we will be out in Jordan for another six weeks in the autumn, hopefully putting the finishing touches to the trail.

         I finally decided that writing up my stories might serve a purpose, in that it will hopefully entertain or be of interest. But more that it might inspire someone, somewhere, to live their dreams and escape the pre-ordained path of life that others may expect of them – just as I did. Though maybe having adventures was easier in my day. We were lucky. The climbing world was largely unexplored – even the cliffs surrounding my Peak District home were little known.

         Since then the world has changed beyond imagination: we had no TVs, computers, mobile phones or GPS. No one we knew flew anywhere; travel was infinitely more difficult, as was gathering information on what were then considered ‘remote destinations’. Even maps were often hard to come by. But my motto was always: ‘you never know until you go’.

         Places like Norway’s Lofoten Islands were well off the beaten track, as was Morocco; no one had climbed in Tafraout when we went there in 1964 after a winter ascent of Jebel Toubkal and we were the first Brits to climb in the Taghia canyons in 1980. Now these places are easily accessible for climbing holidays in the sun. More amazingly, the now world-famous mountains of Wadi Rum in Jordan were also unknown other than in the writings of T.E. Lawrence until we traced his footsteps in 1984 and were welcomed by the Bedouin. And as recently as 2002 we were told that we were the first foreigners to report the existence of the Living Bridges of Meghalaya, and the following year to visit a Naga village on Mount Saramati on the India-Burma border, then a closed area.

         Everywhere we went we were welcomed by the indigenous people, whose hospitality was always overwhelming. In particular the tribal peoples of Africa and the Middle East, the Qashqai and Kurds of Iran, the Tahltan up in the Yukon, the Greenland Inuit, the many and varied Malagasy, Sudanese and Ethiopian tribes, the Sherpas of Nepal and the Nagas and Bodos in the jungles of north-east India – all of whom had so little to give but gave so much. I owe the richness of my experiences to them and to my friends who accompanied me on these adventures to the world’s wild places, and also to those of my family that I left behind but nonetheless accepted my idiosyncrasies. I hope this book will be some small repayment.

         Meanwhile, as I have been writing this, Di has just reminded me that the sun is out. She has changed her mind.

         ‘You can write again later,’ she said. ‘We should be out on the hills.’

         She’s right.

         
             

         

         
      
        Tony Howard
      
    

         
      Greenfield, September 2018
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            – CHAPTER 1 –

            Early Days – Part One

         

         
            I belonged to that generation which saw, by chance, the end of a thousand years’ life.

            Cider with Rosie, Laurie Lee

         

         The day I was born was a momentous day. Mum and Dad must have wondered anxiously about the world I was entering. It was Britain’s darkest hour: the eve of the World War Two Dunkirk evacuation in May 1940. Over 7,000 men were rescued from the beaches of northern France on that first day, and over a third of a million on subsequent days. I, of course, knew nothing of it, but soon after my father was sent to work in London at the time of the Blitz, which lasted from September 1940 to May 1941. Bombs fell on London for seventy-six consecutive nights, killing over 20,000 civilians and destroying more than a million houses. Worrying days for Mum, though Dad wrote often and whenever possible came home to Greenfield, the village where we lived on the edge of the Pennine moors in the West Riding of Yorkshire.

         Rationing of food and petrol was introduced the year I was born and continued throughout the war. Bread escaped rationing but was in such short supply that it had to be sold a day old when it would be going stale and could consequently be cut into thinner slices. The shortage of food was so great that on my fifth birthday – three weeks after the end of the war in Europe in 1945 – food rations were reduced even further. The weekly bacon allowance went down from four ounces to three ounces, cooking fat from two ounces to just one, and the meagre meat ration of 1/2 d (half an old penny) per family had to be taken in corned beef. Supplies of food continued to be so short that bread was finally added to the ration list a year later and was not removed until 1948.

         Rationing of other foods continued until 1954 when I was fourteen and the last item, meat, was finally taken off the government’s list. Mum used  to make ‘rag puddings’ to make the meat go further. They consisted of chopped-up pieces of meat with onions and gravy, wrapped in suet pastry, tied in a ‘rag’ and boiled in a pan on the fire. Cheap, and saved electricity too. Raiding our pantry to make a swift treacle butty when no one was around, or sticking my finger in the jam jar, became habits. Mum never said anything. Dripping butties were another secret delight, the best bits of dripping being the dark brown bottom layer. Mum always knew I had been in the jar as the top crust had to be broken to get at the juicier layer underneath.

         My sister Kathryn was born a couple of years after me, and with Dad still working away, Mum worked hard bringing us up. Despite the difficulties of life at that time, our home was a happy place, surrounded on three sides by fields. It seemed everyone knew everyone in the village. Nestled beneath the western edge of the Pennines, Greenfield is overlooked by the wild moors and jutting gritstone crags of Chew Valley. These cliff-rimmed hills – which I still think are the nearest thing to mountains between Snowdonia and the Lakes – were to become my childhood playground and had a huge influence on my life, but not before my formative years in the friendly warmth of the village community.

         A cousin of my mum’s lived just across the road with his family including a couple of lads about my age. My aunty lived down the lane with her family including two daughters, also of similar age to me. My uncle and his wife also lived nearby. Sadly, both my mum’s parents died young and I never met them, but my dad’s parents lived in an old stone cottage in a small hamlet just up the hill from us, across some fields. Other relations from both sides of the family also lived in the village where, as in many northern villages, our life revolved around the Methodist chapel.

         Sundays were not my favourite days, as I had to wear ‘Sunday best’ and attend Sunday school. I could never relate to the Sunday school classes and hymns, though the pictures of desert scenes with their dunes, palm trees, camels and exotically garbed people always intrigued me. Nor did I enjoy the pantomimes in which I was a very reluctant actor dressed embarrassingly in anything from sailor suits to Hawaiian grass skirts, to perform on stage for parental admiration.

         Otherwise, the village was a great place to grow up in and, for the most part, certainly for a young lad, was far from the war. Despite the mill in Chew Valley manufacturing gun-cotton and presumably being a potential bombing target, the nearest thing to a hit came one night in 1941 when a bomb accidentally landed on the cricket pitch. How dare they! I remember the rationing, the blackout blinds, my gas mask, the sirens and the drone of enemy planes going over in the night as they headed to and from Manchester and Salford docks just ten miles away. Two of Mum’s brothers were killed in the wars, when both were in their teens. I often wonder what it must have been like for someone who had never previously travelled to die in such alien places so far from home and family. Everyone dreaded receiving a black-edged envelope from the Ministry of Defence. Mum’s sister had been working in the Women’s Land Army down south and had met an American soldier. They came up to see us and the rest of the family in Greenfield and were married soon after the war, moving to America where she stayed – a major step for a country girl in the 1940s.

         I remember the first bananas and pineapples coming into the village in 1946 and everyone making such a fuss about it. The ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign was still promoted every week by the BBC and we worked in the school allotments one day a week, growing vegetables, just as my dad and everyone else did in their gardens at home. School dinners were good and I ate everything that was put on my plate.

         What with the Great Depression of the 1930s and then the war and rationing, it’s no wonder people with rickets were still a common sight, as were men in uniform, or with missing limbs and burnt faces. A large house at the entrance to Chew Valley was then a recuperation home for injured soldiers that we used to visit on special occasions such as Whit Fridays when the brass bands were out in full force and there were games and competitions in the field near the cricket pitch.

         Primary school was just five minutes’ walk down our lane; sometimes Mum would walk with us on her way to or from the shops, otherwise I would go with my sister or friends. There was no paranoia about kids being out without their parents in those days. School itself was fine, we all knew each other and enjoyed our time there, learning our ‘three Rs’, as well as art, music, history, geography, RE and PE. The map of the world on the classroom wall was predominantly pink, the colour of our empire ‘on which the sun never set’. We used old-fashioned nibbed pens that were provided by the school and dipped into inkwells that were set in our desks and filled each day by an ‘ink monitor’.

         After school I would be off into the fields with my mates, damming streams or up trees and generally doing what boys do. Looking for birds’ nests was a springtime hobby – frowned upon these days, I know. But we never damaged them; the fun was in finding them. Once, trying to climb a big sycamore with no low branches I hammered in some six-inch nails to make a ladder (I had discovered what aid climbing was, but didn’t know it). Inevitably one of them came out and I tore my leg badly on the nails lower down resulting in a real telling off from my mum once she had recovered from the shock of all the blood and my ripped trousers. Autumn meant raiding orchards. The stolen apples were usually small and sour, but it was worth it for the fun. Inevitably I would arrive home dirty to be asked yet again by my long-suffering mum why I hadn’t come home from school to put my old clothes on.

         Washing clothes wasn’t easy in those days: no washing machines, just a boiler, poss-tub or dolly tub and mangle. Weather permitting, it was then pegged out on the line, all of which I sometimes helped with, though often I had already managed to escape outdoors. Other chores included washing and drying the pots after meals, which Kathryn and I tried to avoid, usually without success. Chopping wood for lighting the fire was my dad’s job, though that was something I always enjoyed. No one we knew had any form of central heating then, so the coal fire was essential in winter and lit by Mum to warm the living room before she made breakfast and packed us off to school.

         On winter mornings the insides of the windows would often be covered in frost-feathers. Getting up and dressed was a chilly business. Then, as the room warmed with the heat of the fire, the frost would melt, sending trickles of water down the glass into small channels cut into the bottoms of the wooden window frames. From there, the water escaped outside through holes drilled specially in the wood … unless the hole was frozen up, which it usually was, then the water overflowed to form small pools on the window ledge. It was normal. I even had my tonsils taken out at home, while my two mates who lived next door tried to peep between the drawn curtains. I remember lying on the table in our living room and being chloroformed, then waking up just as the doctor was throwing my tonsils in the fire.

         An everyday event was the delivery of milk and eggs by our local farmer, Billy Bradbury. He arrived by horse and cart with churns of milk from which he would fill a shiny gallon can to carry to the door, heralded by the clatter of his clogs on the path. Milk was then measured out into a pint or jill can for pouring into our jug. While all this was going on, his carthorse, Dolly, would amble down to the next house on his round and wait there for Billy to catch up. Another farmer who had fields around our avenue was known as Ernest o’Derby. Like Billy’s farm and most others around the village, his dated back to the seventeenth century and was a wonderful place. His doors were never locked, which was not unusual at that time, and we would wander in and chat with him or his wife Minnie while hens clucked about our feet, in and out of the kitchen, pecking at crumbs and scraps. Ernest wore clogs and black leather spats, and if he went up the lane with his horse and cart when we were in the schoolyard at playtime, he sometimes stopped and did a clog dance for us.

         Carts were more common than cars. All sorts of people used to peddle their wares around the village. The ‘rag-and-bone man’, calling out, ‘Rag, bone, cream and white donkey stone’, which I’m sure sounds mysterious to anyone not of that generation, ‘rag-and-bone men’ and ‘donkey stone’ now being things of the past. The rag-and-bone men were the scrap dealers of their day, exchanging donkey stone for old clothes or whatever unwanted items you might have. The ‘stones’, the size of a block of soap, were originally used in northern mills to clean greasy steps, but the idea soon caught on and they were used by housewives to give their doorsteps a clean and decorative finish. And woe betide a woman who didn’t have a clean ‘donkey-stoned’ step outside her door. The knife-sharpener was another regular, also with his horse and cart. The crumpet lady came on foot with her large basket of delicious home-made crumpets, and gypsies or tinkers were not infrequent callers, with a ready curse if Mum didn’t buy something.

         Mum walked half a mile to the shops most days with her wicker shopping basket for fresh food: bread, butter, veg and the like. The village co-op was a great place; a barrel of butter was always open on the counter, as well as a side of ham for carving. There was always time for a friendly chat while purchases were weighed out, poured into paper packets then neatly folded, before the divvy and ration book were stamped and signed. There were also four bakeries in the village and two fish and game shops with rabbits and grouse hanging outside. The aptly named Mrs Cotton owned the village’s haberdashery shop, and a hardware store sold all the essentials for farming, gardening and household repairs. On the edge of the village, the blacksmith usually had a couple of carthorses tethered by the open door, and the sound of hammering rung from inside the smithy as their shoes were shaped on the anvil.

         There were four pubs too, though to my knowledge my parents never went in them. The nearest my mum ever came to drinking alcohol was a glass of sherry on Christmas Day, which she always said made her ‘tiddly’.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 2 –

            Early Days – Part Two

         

         Greenfield was my whole world. Huddersfield was over the moors; Oldham and Manchester, though nearer, were also on the far side of hills and rarely visited unless new clothes had to bought. Mum and Dad were both from Greenfield – and most of their ancestors before them. Mum had lived just down the lane from Dad and was from a more middle-class family, her father being a manager in a village mill and choirmaster at the Methodists. Dad had a poorer upbringing, his father being a labourer and handyman, who, among other things, had worked on the construction of the Chew Reservoir, which, at 487 metres above sea level, is the highest in England.

         Growing up in a seventeenth-century cottage, Dad had to carry water from the well and meals were cooked on the fire or in the oven of the old Yorkshire Range, which also had a small boiler for hot water. There was no bath, except for a tin tub that was placed in front of the fire on the rag rug that my grandad had made from shreds of old clothes. Their only washbasin was the kitchen sink, which was carved out of a slab of stone. The toilet was an outside closet. Dad told me he was one of the first people in Greenfield to build a crystal set, so they could listen to the radio – commercial radio broadcasting had only just started in the 1920s and radios were very expensive, so their neighbours used to come round and listen to this new miracle of science.

         Dad had a superb sledge made for me at the local ironmongers in the magnificent winter of 1947. I don’t think we have had as much snow since. The drift under the railway arch near the end of our lane was six metres deep. Our sledging track started up at Billy Bradbury’s farm, went down two long, steep fields and then on to a narrow railway footbridge full to the top with hard-packed snow, with nothing to stop you going over the side. We went down that at break-neck speed; if you got it wrong, a twelve-metre plunge on to the tracks below awaited. If not, then it was down into another field, across our snow-covered lane and yet another field to the valley bottom. We were banned from doing the bridge run when our parents discovered what we were up to, though we still sneaked one in on our last run home at night.

         In the summer we would go picnicking ‘up Chew’ with our family, walking up past the mill to Nut Bottom where the Chew and Greenfield brooks met to swim in rocky pools, though both valleys are now flooded by the reservoir. Above us were the moor-edge cliffs of Alderman, Dovestones and Wimberry, rising like battlements on the skyline. I was soon going up there with my young friends despite – or more likely because of – repeated warnings to ‘Keep away from those cliffs and don’t go on the moors, they’re dangerous’.

         My parents enjoyed walking and being outdoors. In our early years, Kathryn and I would go up on the moorland hillsides with Mum, collecting wimberries or blackberries with her, then coming home with purple fingers and mouths before helping to remove the leaves and bits of twigs so she could make pies. She, like most housewives those days, especially in the country, also used to make jam and bottled fruit for the winter.

         Dad and I sometimes went fishing for sticklebacks and the like. In spring I would keep a jar of frogspawn on the windowsill, so I could watch it turn into tadpoles then metamorphose into frogs. We also went up on the moors, once walking twenty miles, quite a way for a young lad still at primary school. These were memorable days. I used to wonder how he knew his way around the wild places as he never had a map. He taught me the names of the cloughs and cliffs and the moorland birds. We also went up to Wimberry Rocks together in 1949, a few days after a Dakota crashed up there on its way to Manchester airport. There had been thirty-two people on board; twenty-four were killed. There was part of a wing lying in the clough near the crag and bits of debris everywhere. It was my first awareness of the fragility of life. On another walk we saw climbers at Laddow Rocks, on the far side of the moor from Greenfield overlooking Longdendale valley – a place I had never seen or heard of before. I had never seen climbers either, but these were definitely climbers. They had ropes and nailed boots, and I wondered how you went about becoming a climber … it looked exciting!

         Whenever possible I was also out with my friends exploring our hills and neighbouring upriver Pennine villages that had changed little since their origins, their gritstone cottages hugging narrow lanes. The coming of the Industrial Revolution however had brought ‘dark satanic mills’ which stood alongside every river like great black carbuncles. Some once had waterwheels, but by my time all had huge mill chimneys and were powered by coal, the smoke blackening the old gritstone walls and the mill workers’ terraced stone houses. Even the cliffs of the moor edges were grimy with soot.

         Further upstream, steepening rocky cloughs and waterfall-filled canyons led to the wild moors. Up there, in the slate below the deep peat groughs, we found fossilised ferns, and above them, vestigial tree stumps, both of which told their tales of earlier times when forests covered the hills. Forests are once again returning due to cleaner air, changing farming practices and European conservation measures; tree by tree, birch, willow, rowan, pine, even alien Himalayan rhododendrons are now suddenly beginning to dot our moors where, in my childhood days, there was nothing other than peat bogs, sphagnum moss, cotton grass, wimberry and heather. We loved it up there, but we never passed beyond our known horizons. Our parents’ warnings that ‘people get lost up there’ had been well and truly drummed into us.

         Despite the pull of the hills, ‘Sunday dinner’ was just about inescapable. The wireless would usually be on, the BBC Light Programme having started after the war in 1945. On Sundays, Two-Way Family Favourites played record requests and linked families at home with British forces posted overseas. Mum was a Kathleen Ferrier fan, while Dad was more into Winifred Atwell and even Fats Domino. Maybe he was an early rocker, though no one would ever have suspected it, least of all me. He also enjoyed Dick Barton, Special Agent, which was on every night and hugely popular, a forerunner to James Bond.

         As I got into my teens, music began to play a part in my life. I would stay up late after my parents and sister had gone to bed and listen to Radio Luxembourg where American DJ Alan Freed was introducing the new rock and roll music. I was at Oldham Hulme Grammar by then, where ‘rock music’ was frowned upon and considered a bad influence. The headmaster banned pupils from going to see films of that ilk such as Rock Around the Clock, starring Bill Haley and his Comets, and The Girl Can’t Help It, starring Jayne Mansfield with music by, among others, The Platters, Fats Domino, Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent and Little Richard. Both films were released in 1956 when ‘Teddy Boys’ with their fancy hairdos, long jackets, drainpipe trousers and ‘brothel creeper’ crepe-soled shoes were creating social havoc. Of course, being banned made the films essential viewing. Needless to say any dress or haircut that came remotely near Teddy Boy style at school was also banned. To emphasise this, one would-be ‘Ted’ got a public caning in the main hall by the headmaster who first of all peered inside the seat of the lad’s trousers to make sure he hadn’t put any padding in to cushion his bum. Like me, the victim was a Saddleworth lad, the head often referring to us disparagingly as ‘that Saddleworth lot’, as we came from Yorkshire rather than Lancashire where Hulme Grammar was, so we weren’t fee payers.

         My irresistible curiosity about the dreaded cane finally led me to the receiving end. How stupid can you get? Sent to the head’s study, I was first lectured on the importance of good behaviour before he opened his glass-fronted case that was positioned prominently on the wall behind his desk, and in which he kept an array of canes on display, each of which he would flex and whisk though the air dramatically and repeatedly with a dreadful swishing sound, testing their feel and hoping to terrify you before he actually made a suitable choice and got down to the real thing. ‘Bend over boy’, he said. Then swish-whack, swish-whack, swish-whack – up to six times, dependent on the punishment. It wasn’t fun. In fact it hurt, but it was a challenge. For me, the important thing was to stand up afterwards as though nothing had happened and say with an impertinent smile, ‘Is that it, sir?’ before being dismissed, hoping I had annoyed him by not bursting into tears.

         I enjoyed school. Lessons were for the most part interesting and I did reasonably well in most of them. PE was fun, I always looked forward to the regular cross-country runs, usually arriving back tired and muddy but in the first half dozen, which wasn’t bad as I was among the youngest in my year having sat the eleven-plus exam when I was ten. I also joined the school Cadet Force, mainly because it had outdoor activities and taught map reading, but also because the alternative was religious education with the headmaster.

         In later years at school I became increasingly rebellious. I didn’t like the discipline and felt it was designed to crush the me out of me, and mould me into one of them. While most of my schoolmates knew what careers they were hoping to follow, I hadn’t a clue. I toyed with the idea of going on to university to study forestry or geology just to meet expectations and please my parents while hopefully getting some time in the mountains, but in reality all I wanted to do was climb, and as far as I knew climbing wasn’t a career.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 3 –

            Early Days – Part Three

         

         Early summers were always a time for haymaking. I couldn’t wait for Billy Bradbury to tell my mum they were starting the mowing. The hay would need cutting, turning, windrowing and housing. In the early years there were sometimes itinerant Irish farmworkers who would work in unison, scything then turning the hay into rows with long wooden hay-rakes. Whenever I got the chance I would work with them – not easy for a young lad; they were fit and worked hard and I would get home with blistered hands and aching muscles but it felt good. As I got further into my teens I was allowed to drive the horse, pulling the big rake to and fro across the fields, gathering the rows of drying hay.

         Those were good days, working hard, enjoying the camaraderie of the men, sitting in the shade of a hawthorn hedge eating sandwiches and drinking sweet tea brought to the fields by Billy’s wife, Olive. I still remember the sweet smell of new-mown grass and sun-dried hay in the summer breeze; the scrape of metal against a whetstone as a scythe was sharpened, the whinny of Dolly the mare as I harnessed her in the stable, ready for the day’s work. None of us realised that this traditional rural scene would soon be gone from the English countryside to be replaced by mechanisation, leaving huge bales of ugly plastic-wrapped hay in the fields.

         At the end of the day I would fetch the cows in from a distant meadow. On arriving at the shippon, they would each go to their habitual places between the boskins and wait patiently to be tethered, ready for milking. I remember the warm smell, the contented lowing of the cattle, the rattle of their chains, the sound of Billy’s clogs and the swish, swish of milk splashing into the bucket as he worked his way along the rows with his milking stool, his brown, sinewy, veined hands making easy work of this twice-daily task. The milk was taken down to the dairy, still warm from the cows, to be poured through a sieve and a cooler and into the churns to be kept cold in the trough ready for the milk round. There was no pasteurised milk in those days. Additionally, the eggs had to be collected and hens put in their pens for the night because of foxes. Today these eggs would be called ‘free range’, but in those days, they were just ‘eggs’. As I grew up I watched hill farming becoming increasingly more difficult. It was a shock when Billy, unable to make ends meet, hanged himself from a beam in the barn.

         The other summertime event was the family holiday, when we would go off to the seaside. Being by the sea was always fun, though on my first holiday, not long after the war, I caused a bit of a scare. When my parents woke on the first morning at the guesthouse, my bed was empty. Unable to bear the excitement of seeing the sea for the first time, I had gone out and they couldn’t find me – I was already far away exploring the beach. That got me into big trouble, just as disappearing on the school trip to London Zoo did a few years later …

         In 1953 Queen Elizabeth II was crowned. I remember the headmaster calling everyone into the main hall and announcing in sombre tones, ‘The King is dead, long live the Queen’. We had no TV to watch her coronation, but our next-door neighbours had one. Their front room was full as we and other neighbours crowded in to watch the event on their twelve-inch black and white screen, after which there was a street party to celebrate. What was more exciting for me was the simultaneous news that Everest had been climbed by Tenzing and Hillary. Strangely, I was also disappointed. Knowing it had been unclimbed, and despite having done little more than play around on our local boulders and moor-edge cliffs, the thought had already crossed my mind that it might stay that way until I was old enough to climb it. Happily, I later discovered it wasn’t the only mountain waiting to be explored.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 4 –

            Teenage Kicks – Part One

         

         
            I am glad I shall never be young without wild country to be young in. Of what avail are forty freedoms without a blank spot on the map?

            A Sand County Almanac, Aldo Leopold

         

         The nearest I got to climbing in my pre-teens was playing around with my mates on the Wimberry boulders. Even in the 1940s there were lots of well-scratched routes there, marked by the nailed boots of climbers. Likewise when we eventually ventured on to our local crags of Dovestones and Alderman, we found nail marks in the easy gullies and chimneys we scrambled up.

         But it was not until I went to Hulme Grammar in 1951 and met Alwyne ‘Olly’ Whitehead from the nearby village of Dobcross that I really began to explore the hills and cliffs. Over the following years, they became our playground. Any climbing books we could find such as Kirkus’s Let’s Go Climbing!, Shipton’s Upon that Mountain, G.W. Young’s Mountain Craft, Gaston Rébuffat’s Starlight and Storm and Slingsby’s Norway: The Northern Playground, were avidly read. Though I didn’t know it at the time, Slingsby’s book was to play a part in tempting me to Norway and the Lofoten Islands on my first ‘expedition’ in 1962.

         It wasn’t just climbing that attracted me to the hills, it was also about exploring our local moors and wild places, learning about wildlife. Seeing the white hares on the snow-swept winter moors; in spring, the first swallows arriving at the old moor-edge barns; lapwings rising from the meadows with the heavy flap of their wings, or watching a kestrel hovering above the moor edge then dropping like a stone on to prey. I once saw a merlin catch a finch; it was struggling in the predator’s talons when, to my surprise, it escaped, flying in small, fast, crazy spirals towards the ground, outmanoeuvring the merlin at every twist and turn. They plunged together into some ferns, the merlin soon rising without its prey that had cleverly escaped in the undergrowth. Another day while following a moorland stream Olly and I saw a trout in the shade of a projecting rock. I had heard about ‘tickling trout’ but this was my first opportunity. Amazingly it worked, and we gleefully sold it at the village fishmongers. I even managed a repeat performance the following year.

         
             

         

         In 1954 we finally discovered real climbing. We were making our way up Greenfield Brook where Dovestones Reservoir is now, when we spotted some climbers high above on the cliffs of Alderman. We knew they were real climbers as we could see they were using a rope. Wanting to see what they were doing, we scrambled up through the pine forest and the long steep hillside above only to arrive after they had gone, but unwittingly they had left us a life-changer. There, on a rock at the bottom of the crag, was a small book. It was titled Climbs on Gritstone, Volume 1, Laddow Area. Flicking excitedly through its pages it described the cliffs of Chew Valley and real routes on them, which all had names and grades of difficulty – we had even done some of the easy ones. This was fantastic. Very few people climbed in those days; we hadn’t even known that rock climbing guidebooks existed, but here was a book that described climbs on our hills. Life would never be the same again.

         Next week, Olly turned up at our house with Barry Kershaw, a mate of his from Dobcross. Barry had ‘found’ a rope on the back of a wagon. It looked strong as it was about an inch thick, but we had no idea how to use it. We didn’t have any slings for runners, but we didn’t even know what a runner was. We had a rope and that’s all we needed: we were going climbing. We set off for Dovestones Edge and soloed some ‘Moderate’ routes that were in the book, but which we had done previously, before taking it in turns to lead some Diffs and VDiffs then finishing with Swan Crack (a Severe). I can’t remember if one of us led it or whether we simply top-roped it. Having climbed it out of curiosity while writing this book, I suspect it was the latter. It didn’t matter; we were climbers!

         Discovering what we were up to, my parents bought me a hawser-laid nylon rope, a waist-line, two slings, and two plain and one screw steel karabiners for my fifteenth birthday, ‘before I killed myself’. Hemp ropes were still in common use but I chose nylon as it had been used on the successful ascent of Everest. At my request my parents also bought me a pair of boots with the new Vibram rubber soles for walking and climbing, rather than Tricouni and clinker nailed boots that, like hemp ropes, were being replaced by post-war technology.

         One day, kitted out in our new gear, Olly and I walked over the moors to Lad’s Leap, one of the more remote cliffs in our Laddow guide. There were only four climbs there and none harder than Severe, but we had a great day out. By the time we had walked the seven miles to the cliff and done the routes it was quite late. I had been asked by a guy called Tom Stephenson if I would operate the projector that evening for a slide show at Greenfield Methodists; he had just walked something he called the Pennine Way. We ran back the seven miles and arrived just in time, though Mum wasn’t impressed by my clothes that were not up to standard for a ‘do’ at the Methodists.

         The talk was a revelation. The Pennine Way, it turned out, had just been created by Tom, partly in an effort to open the moors to the public, as many were still private. It was hailed as Britain’s first long-distance walk. It makes its way for about 260 miles from Edale in the newly created Peak District National Park, to the Scottish border, passing over the moors above Greenfield in the process. Excited, Olly and I came up with a plan: we would follow it as far as Ingleton then head west to Kendal and walk around the Lakes – a similar length. That way we would not only have a good long-distance walk, but also get to know the Lake District in readiness for future climbing trips. I rather suspected that if we didn’t do it then, I would never do it; climbing was already an obsession, with frequent reprimands from teachers for doing pull-ups on the half-inch-thick wooden doorframes while waiting to go into class.

         It was therefore fortuitous that we did our Pennine Way and Lake District walk when we did. We booked into youth hostels for the whole route. Both of us had already learnt rudimentary map reading in the school cadets, so despite some parental concern we set off happily on our three-week journey.

         The first few days along the Pennine moors were straightforward and included our longest walk yet, almost thirty miles, as we headed north from Haworth to Malham. Some of it was over rough moorland; today’s paved trail of gritstone slabs to protect the way from erosion hadn’t been thought of back then. There were no Pennine Way signs either. In fact, there was sometimes no path at all as we must have been among the very first to walk the route. In Malham we spent a day exploring Gordale Scar and Malham Cove, the biggest and steepest cliffs we had ever seen. There were only two climbs in Gordale at the time, and none at Malham.

         At Ingleton, we left the Pennine Way for Kendal. From there we walked to Windermere and our first experience of the hills of the Lake District, up past Troutbeck to a high pass where we had our sandwiches while gazing at the lakes and mountains spread out around us. We were in our element! On our way down the valley of Pasture Beck to Ullswater, we saw some trout in the stream and successfully tickled one, though we put it back as we already had dinner ordered at the Patterdale Hostel. The next day was our first-ever real mountain day, up Striding Edge to Helvellyn, our first 3,000-footer.

         From the top we continued north along the ridge and down to Keswick – a long mountain day. Having walked south past Derwentwater the next day, we spent the night at Honister Pass, and it was to be the start of some bad weather. We briefly lost our way the following day in pouring rain on cloud-covered hills near the remote Black Sail Hostel in Ennerdale. The following day conditions were no better, so hoping for a nicer day to climb Scafell or Great Gable, we stayed another night at Black Sail and went up to the cloud-covered summit of Haystacks for some bouldering.

         With the weather still the same the following day (we were learning about the Lakes …) we had no choice but to continue, struggling up to the top of Great Gable just for the hell of it before descending to Wasdale, disappointed to see nothing of either the Gable or Scafell cliffs. More rain spoilt our plan to climb Scafell the next day, leaving us to walk in our now permanently wet clothes – our so-called waterproofs were useless – through more low cloud over Walna Scar and beneath the mist-shrouded cliffs of Dow Crag to Coniston.

         Coming down from the high hills the weather improved, cheering us up as we walked to Hawkshead, though disappointed that we had missed out on almost all the famous summits and cliffs that we had read so much about and been so eager to climb. Our trip almost over, we walked to Windermere the next day and went rowing on the lake before hitch-hiking home. We had learnt a lot and the knowledge we had gained of the Lake District stood me in good stead over the coming years. I had seen enough to know it wouldn’t be long before I was back up there on climbing trips.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 5 –

            Teenage Kicks – Part Two

         

         Around this time we plucked up the courage to chat to another gang of lads, all much older than us, who we had seen in the village. They were obviously climbers – they had ropes and rucksacks – some even had nailed boots. Among them were Graham West, Mick Roberts, Jimmy Curtis, Stan Wroe and Roy Brown: the original Chew Valley Cragsmen, soon to become the well-known Manchester Gritstone Club.

         Roy was particularly friendly and became a role model to me, living as he did in a converted hen hut not far from Wimberry Rocks. He was in his mid-twenties and I used to go up there whenever I had the chance, listening to tales of climbing on the local cliffs and elsewhere over constant brews of tea boiled up by the friendly roar of Roy’s Primus. He had kitted out the hen house with a bunk and table and was living the life of his choice, working when necessary but otherwise out on the hills. As far as Roy was concerned, life was an adventure. He was an inspiration. He was someone who had broken the mould of the seemingly unquestioned normality of school then work and two weeks’ summer holiday a year. He opened my eyes to other possible lifestyles.

         That’s not to say I wasn’t enjoying school. Our chemistry teacher Frank Seale was a climber, and asked Olly and me if we would like to go to the Isle of Arran with him. Frank didn’t climb hard, but he loved his mountains. On our first day we walked up the five miles of swamp called Glen Sannox, and gazed in awed admiration at the huge bulging slabs and overhangs of the then unclimbed lower north-east face of Cìr Mhòr. Frank thought it looked ‘bloody awful’ and I agreed – but I was impressed. It looked good to me; it was the biggest cliff I had seen. We did the classic Arran ridges including the A’Chir Ridge with its ‘bad step’ and exposed traverse where Frank got his rope out – probably quite rightly, though we found it easy and enjoyed the rough granite. We also looked across to the 335-metre VS route up the south ridge of the Rosa Pinnacle, first climbed in 1941. It’s one of the longest rock climbs in Britain and was then described in our guidebook as ‘one of the hardest expeditions of its kind in the country’. In years to come it joined the ranks of routes in Ken Wilson’s celebrated book of ‘Great British Rock Climbs’, Hard Rock. It was far beyond Frank’s climbing abilities, and ours, but it looked superb and went on our mental ticklist of climbs to do. We also enjoyed the superb scenery out across the Clyde and over towards the mountains and islands of Scotland’s north-west. It all looked truly wild and wonderful.

         The summer of 1956 we were up in north-west Scotland once again in Frank’s old van, climbing Aonach Eagach, Quinag, Suilven and An Teallach. On the same trip we took the ferry over to Skye and the Cuillins. There, Frank thought the traverse of Sgùrr nan Gillean followed by the abseil descent of the Bhasteir Tooth was beyond him, so Olly and I went on alone, though with some apprehension. Frank also introduced us to the mountains of North Wales.

         
             

         

         Still exploring our home crags, Barry and I biked over to Shining Clough one day. There were no fancy gears on bikes in those days, so cycling about fifteen miles each way plus a fairly long, steep walk to and from the crag in addition to getting four decent routes done was quite a day. The Chew however was still our stomping ground, with lots of new climbs and new cliffs to explore. Olly and I did our first new routes there in 1956.

         Next year, with the experience of our Welsh, Lakes and Scottish trips behind us and some decent VS routes done, we ventured on to the walls of Dovestones Quarry – England’s tallest gritstone cliff, touching forty-five metres. Vying in height with Dinas Cromlech in Llanberis, it is notoriously loose and not many people climbed there – almost no one these days. Eric Byne described it in his 1965 guidebook Rock Climbs in the Peak as, ‘this tremendous crag of gritstone, one of the most formidable and exposed climbing grounds in Britain’. But fifty years on, when English crag climbing is predominantly clean and safe, it’s now known as Death Quarry. I still enjoy it.

         It was a blatant challenge, dominating the entrance to the valley, provocatively waiting to be explored, we had of course climbed George Bower’s classic 1928 VDiff, Waterfall Direct, the only route in the quarry in the 1948 Laddow guide and its VS variations that were added in about 1930. It was water-washed and clean with no seriously loose rock to worry about, but perhaps because of its location and height it had something of a reputation. We had climbed it, but spotted a chance to do a new route. We had sports every Wednesday afternoon at school, so one fine July day we grasped the moment and escaped from a cricket match. Just over an hour later we were in Dovestones Quarry roping up for what turned out to be a forty-five-metre Hard Severe in the centre of the cliff, its crux at the end of an unprotected eight-metre second pitch. Both of us got a real buzz climbing up into the unknown, not knowing how hard it would be, or if we would be able to find a way to the top. We did more new routes in the quarry that year, before the guidebook Further Developments in the Peak District was published. That opened our eyes to other, far more serious climbs, that had already been done by the likes of Joe Brown, Wilf White, ‘Nat’ Allen and others from the Valkyrie Club and its successor, the famed Rock and Ice Club, as well as by Graham West and his friends from the recently formed Manchester Grit club.

         This guide was soon followed by Recent Developments on Peakland Gritstone by R.G. Wilson, which also included climbs in Dovestones Quarry by Alpha Club lads Pete Bamfield, Richard McHardy, Al Parker and Dave Saunders. It even included some routes on Dovestones Edge that were first climbed by Olly, Barry and me, though none were credited to us as nobody knew us.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 6 –

            The Rimmon

         

         Olly and I were out on the local crags at every opportunity, and with some other local lads, we formed the Rimmon Mountaineering Club, named after a mythological shepherdess who loved the local mountains and over whom two local mountain giants, Alderman and Alphin, had fought. Among the original team, people who appear in this book – along with Olly and me – were Paul Seddon, Brian Hodgkinson, Tony ‘Jonah’ Jones, Brian ‘Smiler’ Woods and Jeff Sykes, who had a one-piece down flying suit instead of a sleeping bag and once tried to sleep on a roof beam in an old barn as the floor was covered in cow muck. Inevitably he fell off, much to our delight. On cold days Jeff would leave his down suit on and climb in it – he said it saved him getting out of bed!

         We were soon joined by Alan Waterhouse, who together with me started Troll Climbing Equipment in 1965, later joined by Paul in 1970. Bruce Mills – aka ‘Droop’ due to his extremely relaxed attitude to life – was another regular, with his friend Barry Taylor. Barry we called ‘Erg’, short for ‘Ergonomic’: designed to minimise physical effort and maximise efficiency – as he was fond of explaining. Keith ‘Cockney’ Chadwick was a ‘comer-in’ from London, as was Alan Baker. Harold Heald – aka Harpic – was, like the advert for the toilet cleaner claimed, ‘clean round the bend’. Last but not least was Mick ‘Chipperfield’, who had a big tent, and was always indispensable on trips away.

         Others soon followed, including Rob Holt, Tony (Nick) Nicholls and Bill Tweedale – all destined to become members of the 1965 Troll Wall team, as were Maggie Woodcock, Jeff Heath and a later member, John Amatt. Wayne Garside, aka ‘Owdham Roughyed’, Adrian ‘Aido’ Garlick, Brian Roberts and his younger brother Speedy, and ‘Dog’ Holden – a dog team musher on the British Antarctic Survey – were also members, as was John ‘Fred’ Finnigan who, with Rob Holt, made the third ascent of our Rimmon Route on the Troll Wall. Barry Kershaw still climbed with us occasionally, but was a bit of a loose cannon (a peculiarly apt phrase), vacillating between the Rimmon and the Grit as the fancy took him. Club dinners at venues such as Edale, Malham, Kilnsey and Wasdale Head were inevitably wild and memorable occasions rivalling those of the Manchester Grit.

         Other climbers – including girls – also joined the club, escaping from parental control at weekends with a variety of excuses, in particular Vivien Nichols, Di Barlow – becoming Di Taylor when she married Ken – Barbara Platt who married Paul Seddon, and Phyllis Waterhouse, wife of Alan Waterhouse.

         We eagerly ticked off the recently published routes both in Dovestones Quarry and over on Wimberry, though I was happy when Paul chose to lead Blue Lights Crack, a typically nasty route of Don Whillans’s (a notoriously hard lad) with a bad landing if you came off. In the quarry, Smiler and I climbed the White Slab, which had already gathered a bit of a reputation and on which I almost lobbed off on loose holds in the ‘sensationally exposed’ final overhanging crack. Soon after, Jeff and I climbed Joe Brown’s, Nat Allen’s and Don Chapman’s 150-metre Girdle Traverse, which was described provocatively as, ‘One of the hardest expeditions on gritstone’, throwing down an irresistible gauntlet even though it was the only expedition on gritstone.

         It turned out to be something of an epic, unexpectedly involving three more of Joe Brown’s routes, being rained-off three times and each time returning up a different route – a good effort on Jeff’s part as only one of his boots had a sole. Next summer we returned and did the whole route in one glorious afternoon. It was worth it.

         While ‘Dovies’ was always the big challenge, with a tip-off from Roy we were already exploring another local quarry, Den Lane. It was only minutes away from the village square in Uppermill where everyone – bikers, climbers, and other local lads and girls – met in one or other of the two cafes where the first jukebox had just arrived.

         The shortest way from the square to the quarry was to scurry through a private mill yard, jump across the canal lock, cross the railway lines and there we were, adrenaline at the ready. We did thirty new climbs there in 1957, including our first new VS routes. Another cluster of quarries high up on the curiously named Pots and Pans hill provided more new routes. We also did ten climbs on yet another ‘new’ crag, Charnel Stones – a natural crag not far from Dovestones Quarry. We developed Standing Stones, which, it seemed, other climbers had rarely visited because of its ‘quarrylike’ appearance. How wrong they were! And what’s wrong with quarries anyway? We climbed eight new routes there that year. Pule Hill Rocks was another 1957 discovery and easy to get to, just a quick hitch up the road. Some of the lorries going up were so slow you didn’t need to hitch a lift. Barry Kershaw showed me the trick of jumping up on to the back and taking a free ride to the top, making sure you jumped off before the driver picked up speed on the other side. We did over fifty new routes there that year, often kipping in a cave. We also found Shooter’s Nab, coincidentally at the same time as Graham (Gray) West and Mick Roberts discovered it. We even turned up there on the same day, and a number of good routes were done, Barry’s Cuticle Crack being the hardest, now graded E2 5c. My school notebook was filling up – and not with schoolwork!

         In 1958 Olly and I did our first peg route in Den Lane Quarry using homemade wooden wedges and pegs made from milk crates and railway sleeper ties. We didn’t really have much idea what we were doing, but we had read about it and thought we should have a go. It did at least enable us to get up overhanging cracks that were usually choked with dirt and loose rock. Then we discovered that engineering nuts could be threaded on to slings and jammed into cracks to make runners, making these now-clean cracks climbable by normal means. Our new climbs were creeping up the VS grade. Some of these 1950s Rimmon routes have been upgraded to HVS 5a and 5b, even the occasional E1.

         Harnesses didn’t exist. The rope was still fastened to the body by a waistline and steel karabiner, or simply tied around the waist. The climbing mantra of the day was, ‘the leader never falls’.

         Other than falling off a solo attempt of Cave Crack at Laddow and breaking a bone in my hand, 1958 was the year I had my first real fall when an overhang collapsed about ten metres up a new route in Den Lane Quarry. I had one runner, a jammed knot, about halfway up. We had always wondered if they would hold, or simply compress and pull out, but it held. Olly stopped my fall only inches from the ground. Normally we cleaned routes as we climbed them, but on this occasion we returned another day, abseiled down and pulled more obviously loose blocks off, before I led it. Olly named it Tony’s Terror to my everlasting embarrassment.

         Abseiling was still done the original Victorian way, by winding the rope between the legs then around the body, though it would soon be replaced by the much more comfortable method of passing the rope through a karabiner in a ‘sit-sling’ looped round the legs, then up over a shoulder and round the back. It was, coincidentally, less damaging to clothing, but either way, most climbers’ pullovers and anoraks of that time were worn through at the shoulder by rope abrasion from abseiling and belaying. Trousers didn’t fare much better either. We were a tatty lot.

         I left school that year and went up to Langdale after my exam results came through. I was really chuffed to pass all three of my A levels. School was over, I had no plans: I was going climbing. We kipped in the infamous Wall End Barn where the farmer, Ike Myers, came around every morning with the greeting, ‘Out of yer pits, you sons of Satan, let’s ’ave yer shillings’. There were some good bouldering problems on the gable end of the house and the old outdoor farm toilet was a cosy double-seater, which wasn’t too unusual in those days. We had hitched up to the Lakes and were out on the crags every day and in the Old Dungeon Ghyll pub each night, as were most of the Langdale climbing crowd. It was a great scene, and good to be part of it.

         We had a bonanza year in 1958 with over 200 new routes on our local crags, mostly climbed by Olly, Brian, Paul, Barry and me, with some routes by Jeff, Smiler and Jonah. I also first met Vivien Nichols at around this time at a Gritstone Club dinner. She had already been climbing with some lads from the Manchester Grit and joined us most weekends, even doing some new routes with me. The route Womanless Wall on Standing Stones tells a tale: it’s a three-star VS described as being a great piece of gritstone … a big steep classic at the upper end of its grade. Nowadays there are runners, but back in 1958 there were none until near the end, and there are some committing moves halfway up a rising diagonal traverse. Viv wouldn’t follow, and I didn’t blame her though I still got a right earful because of the unprotected traverse. Generally she was up for anything though, a bit of a wild girl – as fiery as her hair. We had a great, if somewhat turbulent, three years together. Never a dull moment!

         I was then to get an opportunity I couldn’t refuse: my uncle Sid worked on Fleet Street and was involved with, among other things, a company called Christian Salvesen which owned a fleet of Norwegian whalers. His son had been to the Antarctic with them the previous year and I was really envious. How exciting was that? With a head full of stories of Moby Dick, Scott and Shackleton, South Georgia and the Antarctic, I asked if he could get me a job. He said he could, and he did. I was over the moon, but my mum and dad weren’t keen.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 7 –

            Whaling Days – South Georgia Bound

         

         
            The chief harpoonist, a Norwegian of massive build … recalled the frustration of the storms they had had at the start of the season. It was impossible to hunt in that sort of weather. You could never spot the whale spouts because of the spindrift, and anyway the bow dipped too violently to aim the harpoon gun. For long stretches they had to shelter in the lee of an iceberg; a week once went by without a ‘Blaast!’ (‘There she blows!’) He personally had bagged 323 whales this time and only two of them were blues. He was pretty sure they were disappearing …

            The Observer on a voyage of the Southern Venturer in 1962, four years after my voyage

         

         My dad had been to Hulme Grammar and left with good exam results. He wanted to go on to university, but coming from a poor family he had to work; there was no choice. Now here I was throwing my opportunity away. I knew he had high hopes for me, and my going to university meant a lot to him, but I had different aspirations. When I told my parents I wanted to go whaling they weren’t happy. That night I could hear them talking downstairs and Mum saved the day.

         ‘If it’s what he wants, we should let him go.’

         ‘If we do, he’ll never settle down,’ my dad replied prophetically.

         Back in 1958 we lived in blissful ignorance of environmental and wildlife issues. In many ways this has continued until quite recently as was remarked on in State of the World 2015 by Katie Auth in a Worldwatch Institute press release. She commented, ‘Our sense of the oceans’ power and omnipotence – combined with scientific ignorance – contributed to an assumption that nothing we did could ever possibly impact it.’

         No one in the 1950s thought the seas might be fished out within fifty years. No one thought whales were nearing extinction. The International Whaling Commission was in charge. They decided the permissible catch: how many sperm whales, how many fin, humpback and blue. Not only that, but the ship’s captain wasn’t informed which species of whale could be hunted and how long for until the day before, so everything was OK – or so everyone thought. And yes, it was bloody and cruel, and on occasion the ocean ran red with blood, but for an eighteen-year-old lad fresh from school, it was life in the raw. But when Greenpeace began its campaign against whaling in 1975, I joined immediately: I had seen the slaughter.

         So in 1958, ignorance was bliss. At the end of our final school term that summer, the headmaster lined us up in the main hall. ‘And where do you intend to continue your studies,’ he asked each boy as he walked down the row. ‘Oxford, sir, reading history’; ‘Cambridge, sir, reading physics.’ Then it was my turn: ‘The Antarctic, sir, going whaling.’

         I boarded the Southern Venturer and had a medical check by the ship’s doctor who was one of the few Englishmen aboard. We also had a brief chat and he asked about my exam results, though I thought nothing of it at the time.

         I was bunking in a cabin with three lads of my age who had also signed on as mess boys. One of them, ‘Ginger’, was from Newcastle, and I went with him to his parents’ house the day before we sailed. It was in a block of flats, a grim place and a totally alien concept to me. Going up the flights of stairs, it smelt of pee and somebody had crapped on one of the steps. Ginger didn’t seem to notice but I realised for the first time how lucky I was to have been brought up in a village in the country.

         We sailed to Norway to pick up most of the crew, and then we sailed south. The doctor asked if I would like to work with him and his assistant in the ship’s hospital. This sounded better than serving food in the mess and washing pots. My exams had obviously done some good and I was sure my parents would be pleased. Most of the crew were Norwegian, many from the far north, including Lofoten and Vesterålen. There was also a fair scattering of Scots from the Shetlands, Orkneys and Hebrides. They were tough men but friendly and hard-working; for most, this was an annual trip to the southern whaling grounds to supplement their meagre crofting income.

         Soon after crossing the equator we were accompanied by wandering albatrosses drifting tirelessly alongside our ship, just beyond arms’ reach on their long motionless wings spanning over three metres. They even accompanied us through the wild winds of the roaring forties where the ship’s rivets creaked and groaned in the heavy seas that slammed into its sides, often above our cabin porthole.

         Chatting with the men, I discovered that there were impressive mountains in Norway’s Arctic north, giving me the idea of a climbing trip up there, though I soon had my own little mountain adventure in South Georgia, where we docked for a few days. Just the mention of its name filled my mind with thoughts of an island lashed by storms and filled with majestic peaks of snow and ice. I knew the tales of Shackleton and his great survival adventure. It was an island fortress guarding the gateway to the Antarctic and the unknown. Now I was in the whaling station of Leith Harbour, surrounded by those very mountains and with a day free I was tempted. My equipment was poor, just an old anorak and sweater, a pair of fancy rather than functional trousers, and an old pair of ‘klets’ (lightweight climbing shoes) – hardly the gear for glacier travel. Indeed, I didn’t intend to set foot on a glacier, just to have a look.

         I set out for Glacier Peak and its surrounding glacier. This was the most prominent peak in the immediate vicinity of the bay, with a rock ridge circling northwards around the glacier to Corunda Peak above the harbour. Within half an hour I was at the foot of the glacier, feeling very small and apprehensive. It was my first glacier, yet the temptation to climb it and try to climb Glacier Peak by a ridge that – as far as I knew – was unclimbed, was irresistible.

         I set off up the glacier, which rose pleasantly towards the summit ridge, then levelled off to an area of deep crevasses and ice séracs. Impressed, I sat down to ponder the situation. The view was superb. Across the valley a rock face rose steeply for about 450 metres, seamed with gullies that were rotting away on to the screes below. Above and beyond, thrusting like countless Excaliburs from a lake of clouds, were innumerable jagged peaks, their icy summits glistening and beckoning in the sunlight. I sat alone in the solitude of the mountains, until the cold of the glacier penetrated my trousers and I returned to the reality of my situation.

         Inspired by my surroundings, I was in no mood for going down. I leapt nonchalantly across crevasses until suddenly scrunch; my foot went through the snow. With a sickening feeling in my stomach I crawled rapidly on to safer terrain and once more sat down. Behind me a hole led the eye down into pitch-blackness. This wasn’t so good. Still, I reasoned, the day was yet young and with only another thirty metres or so of glacier and its final bergschrund to cross I could take my time and continue.

         Beyond this last crevasse, the snow rose steeply; my rubber-soled klets didn’t help at all. The snow was too hard for step kicking, and any attempt at jumping back across the bergschrund would almost certainly have ended in its green-blue depths. The only way out was to scrape holds into the icy snow with my fingernails. This was tricky, but I soon climbed high above its gaping mouth, with only a thirty metres of rock to reach the summit ridge. This is more like it, I thought. It looks a bit loose, but at least it’s rock.

         The rock wasn’t ‘a bit’ loose, it was actually collapsing. Block after tottering block littered the wall, interspersed by crumbling bands of shale. I eased along from hold to hold hoping that no more than one would give way at the same time. Then, after what seemed hours of suspense, there I was at last, sitting astride the crumbling knife-edge ridge.

         Thank God I’m up, I thought, exceedingly impressed by myself and my amazing location. Beneath my right foot a shattered chaos of slabs swept down for about 600 metres to a deep green sea, bubbling and foaming white on the rocks. To my left was the face I had just climbed, the black hole of the bergschrund gaping like the mouth of a whale. Ahead and behind snaked a fantastic, impossible ridge of crazy pinnacles leading to the summits of Glacier and Corunda peaks. The view and feeling of isolation were unforgettable. The only trouble was, how to get down? There was no way I was going on that face again.

         My only option was to move cautiously along the ridge then descend steep scree, which disappeared into the jaws of the bergschrund. Nasty, I thought. Before I knew it, I was sliding helter-skelter, bottom-end down, straight towards the depths of who knows what. Those scree stones were sharp too. I remember thinking, I’d better do something about this quick, or I’m a goner. As I reached the mouth of the bergschrund I pushed my legs out to bridge the gap. They just reached the lip of the glacier on the other side and I jammed myself across the crevasse. Stones rattled on into the icy blackness. Then all was silent. Laughing with relief, I decided that if I ever got down I’d give climbing up immediately.

         Carefully unjamming myself, I slowly reached across and pulled over on to the glacier where I sat down with a sigh of relief, but not for long. The backside of my trousers and the equivalent area of my bum had ceased to be. Instead there was a shredded mass of skin dripping blood on to the snow. This was disastrous. Not only did I have to descend the glacier and walk back down the valley with a torn backside, but I also had to get back on board ship without looking like the fool I was. With my anorak tied around my waist I was soon nonchalantly strolling up the gangplank trying my best to look like a hard mountaineer instead of an idiot.

         The following morning the ship left for the Antarctic whaling grounds.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 8 –

            Whaling Days – Antarctic Adventures

         

         We sailed south-east into the ice, and the whaling was non-stop with regular catches of sperm whale and fin, 295 humpbacks in three days, and awesome blue whales, the largest animal our planet has ever seen. There was also my work in the ship’s hospital. We had patients most days, sometimes with headaches or stomach problems, often with cuts that needed cleaning and a stitch or two. More excitingly for me, I also helped with a couple of appendectomies, swabbing out the clinic first so it could be used as an operating theatre. Once the sheets were in place leaving only a small portion of the patient’s skin exposed, it didn’t seem so bad when the incision was made exposing the appendix and part of the intestines. A quick snip and a few stitches and the job was done.

         The doctor’s skills were really put to the test with one extremely serious operation. A lad of about my age, Peter Gillies, had fallen from the crow’s nest of one of the catchers, the Southern Archer, and was unconscious and bleeding badly from internal injuries. I was called to the hospital and by the time he had been hoisted on board I had swabbed down and disinfected the surgery until it was spotless, which was hardly my forte. Meanwhile the doctor checked all his surgical instruments, explaining all the different names to me. ‘Would I be okay during the op?’ he asked. I reassured him I would and he emphasised that it would be my job to pass the instruments to him when requested and most importantly to check them in and out during the operation.

         Peter had fallen on to the catcher’s bulkhead and smashed some ribs, which had punctured his spleen. It was a long operation lasting nine hours, during which time the ship was stopped to reduce its roll. While the doctor operated I had to help mopping out Peter’s chest and stomach cavity, which were awash with blood. Then his heart stopped and the doctor massaged it until it started again, saving him from dying on the operating table. It seemed to take ages. Meanwhile, I was very much aware of being in charge of the numerous clips, scalpels and other instruments, passing them to the doctor when needed and counting them in and out.

         ‘Is that everything?’ he said when we finished. What a question! ‘Yes,’ I said hesitantly, hoping I hadn’t got it wrong. I then nursed Peter for three weeks until an oil tanker came down to take him back to the UK.

         Finally the end of the season came and I was glad when the last whale was killed and we were able to start our return voyage back to the rocky shores of South Georgia. In another month the southern winter would be starting and the iceberg-scattered seas through which we were sailing would freeze. By now I was missing the crags and the camaraderie of the climbing scene as well as the girls. Back home it would soon be spring and there were routes to be done. I had itchy fingers.

         Back in South Georgia there had been some snowfall. I managed to snatch a day off to wander along the coast of the island to the Norwegian whaling base of Stromness a few miles away, which Shackleton had reached on foot over the mountains with five of his men, making the first crossing of the unmapped interior of South Georgia’s terra incognita. His polar quest had come to an end when his ship, Endurance, was crushed by the pack ice in October 1915. They then struggled to reach Elephant Island with three small boats, after which Shackleton and five other men sailed in one of the open boats to the southern coast of South Georgia. From there, they crossed the mountains to raise a rescue, which sailed from the nearby whaling station of Grytviken. Shackleton was buried there in 1922, having died from a heart attack on his subsequent Antarctic venture.

         Beyond Stromness, whalebones littered the beach and penguins waddled clumsily down the rocks to drop as though suicidal into the crashing waves, and then disappear like speeding torpedoes out to sea. Further along the beach, gigantic sea elephants lay idly in our path. We threaded our way somewhat nervously between them, at times only a few feet away. If we came too near any of the calves, the mother would raise her head to emit a horrible gurgling sound. Later that day, we passed a small sleek calf on its own by the water’s edge; it stared at us timidly with large round eyes before sliding into the water leaving only a swirling eddy in its wake.

         On the way back up the Atlantic I had a lot of spare time so one day I went down below decks to where there was a rope-making machine. With a bit of instruction I soon got the hang of it. I unlaid a thick piece of nylon rope then, using the machine, retwisted the threads into a thin cord, then cut it into shorter lengths for knotted slings to use as runners when climbing. Quite accidentally I had made the rope far too stiff, but I quickly discovered that this meant the slings could be formed into ‘cheating sticks’ with an open eye at the top end that could be looped over spikes of rock for runners that were otherwise out of reach. The slings could also be formed into U-bends, which would make threading chockstones much easier. I wasn’t the only one that liked them when I got back home; I should have patented the idea!

         A chance encounter fifty-five years later in the Shetlands led to me meeting Peter Gillies again – the injured lad whom I tended. It was great to see him and I was very pleased that he was still alive after my amateur nursing all those years ago.

      

   


   
      
         

            – CHAPTER 9 –

            Keep on Rockin’

         

         I met Alan Baker soon after my whaling trip; he was living under the Cromlech boulders in the Llanberis Pass. Nowadays, it wouldn’t be possible to sleep under an overhang just a few feet from a road and leave all your camping gear there while you went climbing. Primus stove, pans, food, sleeping bag and any other gear not needed at the crag could be safely left. I moved in with him and we climbed together for a few days – the start of a lifelong friendship. Al was responsible for seriously pushing my grades. Having done a few climbs together, he pointed me up my first Extreme, Gryphon, (now HVS 5b) on Carreg Wastad. Next was one of Peter Harding’s Extremes, Kaisergebirge Wall on Clogwyn y Grochan, now also 5b. The following day Al suggested I have a go at Spectre, one of only two routes in Peter Harding’s ‘Bumper Fun Guide’ to Llanberis and Clogwyn Du’r Arddu to have the grade of Exceptionally Severe. That really put me off and I found it hard and scary with not much protection at the crux. Al obviously thought I managed okay as the day after he pointed me up Ivy Sepulchre, which was the other Exceptionally Severe, also a Harding route. It was my first route on Dinas Cromlech, the most imposing cliff in the pass, and had an even scarier reputation than Spectre, being described as ‘a very serious and difficult climb’. In fact, for mere mortals like me, routes first done by Peter Harding, Joe Brown and other top climbers carried fearsome reputations, which were always a psychological barrier. The description went on to say that ‘the crux involves some loose rock, vegetation, overhangs, a fight with a holly tree and delicate wall climbing’; enough to put anyone off. These days it’s cleaner and safer and goes at E1 5b.

         If it weren’t for Alan, I wouldn’t have gone near it. It was all right for him, I was at the pointy end. He didn’t tell me until afterwards that he had already tried it and had vivid memories of trying to avoid putting too much weight on two bendy pegs. It was in fact all the book claimed, but once started – like all climbs – it was just a matter of focusing on the next moves while ignoring what was to come and what protection there may or may not be down below. In fact, not having many runners was the norm in those days and with my Dovestones Quarry apprenticeship I was already familiar with loose rock and vegetation. And anyway, when you are in your teens, you’re invincible. I was really chuffed when I topped out. Even more so when Al arrived with a big grin to tell me that Joe Brown – of whom I was in awe – was at the bottom and had been watching.

         I had bought a 250cc Enfield motorbike with some of my whaling money, which made it easier to get away at weekends. It didn’t last much more than a year though. I crashed it a couple of times with Viv on the back, once into a wall going up Langdale and once into a roadside cliff on the way back from Llanberis. When it eventually needed some serious repairs I decided to sell it, save some money and go back to hitching. It was safer. We hitched everywhere. Even getting the thirty miles or so to Stanage Edge was a weekend trip with half the time spent hitch-hiking. When one of the lads bought an old short-wheelbase Land Rover a couple of years later, twenty-two of us crushed in with all our gear to get to Stanage. We were stopped halfway there, on the Snake Pass, by the police. ‘I think there’s a few too many in there,’ one of them said, eyeing the wheel arches scraping on the tyres and trying not to smile. ‘Let’s have half a dozen of you out.’ He sent the rest on their way with a warning to drive carefully.

         Climbing most days couldn’t last forever while I lived with my parents. My dad came home from work one day and passed me the local paper.

         ‘There’s an advert for a job in the pathology labs at Oldham Hospital,’ he said. ‘It might suit you.’

         There was no getting out of it. My ward rounds included what was locally called ‘The Bottom Block’, where mentally disturbed patients were treated. One of the female patients there had a crush on me, one day managing to lock me in a padded cell, which was an interesting experience. I also had to do my stint in the morgue, helping with post mortems – a strange job, especially as it was usually just before dinner. One day I was asked to go to the neighbouring hospital a mile or so up the road to bring a leg. It was well wrapped up, but even so I got some strange looks on the bus.

         After two years, and to my parents’ dismay, I jacked it in. To save them the embarrassment of me being at home and not working I found a cottage to rent at ten bob a week up on the moor edge, and I moved out.

         After a trip to the Alps with Paul I soon found myself penniless and took on a number of manual jobs. When I was out of work – which was often – I was out climbing most days, often ‘accidentally’ turning up at my mates’ at meal times.

         
             

         

         Barry Kershaw was still on the scene. He was a powerful lad and a hard climber with an aggressive reputation on and off rock. My parents thought he was a really nice lad, and he could be a good mate, but being in his company was always dodgy, particularly if he had drunk a few pints. In 1957 I soloed one of his new routes, Double Overhangs, in Den Lane Quarry, then led it blindfold for a bet not long after his first ascent. Although it was a strenuous VS with two big overhangs, the holds were good, so if you knew where they were it wasn’t hard. Barry took it personally. The following day he arrived with a sledgehammer and knocked off a key hold and was rumoured to be looking for me.

         In later years Barry sometimes worked as a steeplejack, climbing mates helping him out if he needed a hand. On one of the mill chimney demolition jobs he did, he hired two Rimmon lads, ‘Aido’ Garlick and Brian Roberts. Arriving at the site they asked how they would get up the chimney – Barry had pegged it to the top and there was a rope hanging down tied to a bosun’s chair. ‘Sit in that,’ he said, walking off to his van. They thought he had gone to get something, but he started up the engine and drove off. A rope that had been lying on the ground came tight and before they could jump off they were zooming up the chimney.

         On another occasion, I was coming back from Ben Nevis one winter with Jonah and Smiler when we decided to stop off in the Lakes. We arrived at Barry’s caravan at Wall End Barn quite late. His wife Sylvia was in, but Barry was out. Not good news. Barry coming in late from the pub could only mean trouble. When he finally arrived he had obviously had a skinful and was itching to smack someone.

         ‘’Oward,’ he said, ‘let’s have an arm wrestle.’ This wasn’t a good start.

         ‘Sorry Barry,’ I said, ‘but we were just off to kip in the barn. We’ll see you in the morning …’

         But he wasn’t having that, and grabbed my arm. Within seconds it was a full-on scrap and I did the worst thing possible: I bust his nose. Blood was pouring down his face. Not a good plan! Sylvia saved the day, screaming at us to ‘Get out,’ which we did, fast, scurrying off through the night into Ike’s barn and up the ladder into the hayloft. It was full of sleeping climbers, who we fell over in the dark, before hiding deep in our sleeping bags in the furthest, darkest corner.

         Back in the caravan we could hear shouting, then moments later the barn door burst open to be followed by Barry coming up the stairs muttering ‘I’ll kill the bastards’. We shrank into the hay and held our breath. Stumbling across sleeping bodies, he continued his growling mantra about killing us, but despite flinging various sleeping climbers about in his search in the dark, he failed to find us and finally fell back down the stairs, still mumbling death threats. A few minutes later, with the coast finally clear, we did a runner and were soon out of the valley.

         The only person I knew that ever sorted out Barry was Sylvia. Many years after the above event, Sylvia and Barry’s two daughters were working at Troll. One day Barry came in – we already knew from the local gossip that he was in trouble with Sylvia. She stormed across the room, grabbed a metal dustbin lid and beat him over the head with it, simultaneously kicking him out of the door. Tough girl, Sylvia! From then on, whenever he was home he kipped in their garden shed. He continued his rough and tumble life of climbing, steeplejacking and working on pylons, but sadly died of leukaemia at the early age of forty-seven in 1987. A short life, but packed full of action.

         Scrapping seemed to be part and parcel of our early years. We rarely managed to hold club dinners in the same pub twice. Wasdale Head Inn was probably the only place that never bothered about the wild goings on – all the climbing clubs’ dinners were the same. At one of our dinners in an Edale pub, Harpic Harold drove into and round the room on a powered lawnmower, saying he’d come all the way from Blackpool and didn’t know how to stop it. That got us banned not only from the pub, but from the village.

         Our local police seemed to think we were some kind of ‘Hole in the Wall’ gang up to no good. They turned up at my cottage one winter’s day accusing us of a local burglary. ‘Why us?’ we asked, perplexed. ‘There were climbing boot footprints in the snow,’ one of them said. As we all had evidence we had been elsewhere the previous night they let the matter drop, but we weren’t impressed.

         On another occasion I was even stopped in the village by the local bobby who said, ‘If I ever catch you on your own at night, I’ll beat the shit out of you’. What for, I don’t know. They obviously weren’t used to a bunch of lads living in a moor-edge cottage, frequently out of work, on the dole and shabbily dressed. They seemed to think we were up to no good and knocked on our door more than once. They had no idea we were simply rock junkies living the good life. As a similar bunch of climbers that hung out in Llanberis in the 1970s and 1980s, new routing in the Deiniolen quarries and also on the dole were to say, we were ‘paid by the queen to explore the crags’.

         But there were no police or grumbling neighbours up at Chew House, which was up on the moors by Chew Reservoir and three miles from the village. One summer, Harry Mumford, the waterman up there, asked me if I would stay there for a week to look after his hens while he and his wife had a holiday. I jumped at the opportunity. Weather permitting, we would be cragging right through the week. The otherwise remote Laddow was only a mile away, with Rob’s Rocks and the gloomy Wilderness Rocks almost on the doorstep. On rainy days and evenings it was party time. The house was soon in a real mess, but we had a big tidy up before they got back.

         
             

         

         When I turned twenty-one I had been climbing on Scafell with Paul Seddon and a Lake District mate of his, Pete Routledge. We left the crag late and ran back to Langdale where I was plied with beer and bet that I couldn’t drink twenty-one pints. Who could? Two was my limit. By the time I’d had eight I was well out of it. Apparently I was then treated to various shorts, each qualifying as two pints. It was a wild night, most of which I don’t remember.

         As I kept puking up, I was dumped in Ike’s farmyard where two of the Rimmon girls, Viv Nichols and Di Barlow, took pity on me and managed to get me into my pit. I don’t think I slept. Instead, I spent most of the night being sick. I was surrounded by it, and it stunk. In the morning I could see double. I had never had such a terrible headache. High above, two Gimmer Crags drifted in and out of focus. The lads went climbing, which made me feel even worse. Then Barry kicked me and said he had a new route to do, how about it? No chance. The girls brewed up and cooked up a pan of beans for me. By midday I felt vaguely better. At least there was only one Gimmer Crag now.

         Barry was soon back and growling, ‘C’mon ‘Oward, I’ve got this new route to do up on Blake Rigg’. There was no escape. Barry meant business. Friend or not, headache or not, there was no arguing with Dobber Kershaw. He had already acquired a reputation as a fighter.

         So off we went up to Blea Tarn and across to the crag where he pointed me up the first mossy pitch to the foot of what was obviously going to be a typically steep Kershaw offwidth. He grunted his way up it and I followed, feeling slightly better now I was up and climbing instead of feeling sorry for myself in my pit surrounded by spew.

         
             

         

         I wasn’t working and I wasn’t on the dole either. I was also down to my last two bob, and with no food in the house I was hungry. I had reached starvation point. I could either spend my last money on fish and chips, or, plan B – buy some air rifle pellets and shoot some rabbits, which would supply more than one meal. So I bought a tin of .22 pellets and went up on the moor at dawn with Roy’s air rifle. There were plenty of rabbits, but hitting a rabbit darting about in high heather needs a shotgun, not an air rifle. I eventually gave up my rabbit hunt and now, both penniless and starving, I went for a job. Getting work was easy in those days if you didn’t care what you did, as there were still plenty of woollen mills in Saddleworth.

         Working in a weaving shed wasn’t much fun. The rattle of the looms and shuttles was so loud that people had to communicate by sign language. The air was full of dust that coated everything. Billy, one of the men I worked with, used to make his first brew on a Monday morning by half filling his mug with tea leaves and sugar before topping it up with boiling water. The result looked like tar. The tea leaves and any remaining sugar were left in afterwards ready for the next brew, which saved him washing up. It would last him all week, then he would empty it out and start afresh the next Monday.

         The mill wasn’t far from Den Lane Quarry, so having discovered that most people clocked out at five and overtime was optional, I used to stay on every Thursday then, when most people had gone, climb out over the wall, run up to the quarry, grab an hour or so bouldering and be back to clock out at seven getting two hours of overtime which was three hours’ pay, then off to the pub where we met that night to discuss our weekend’s climbing plans.

         One weekend the Rimmon organised a ‘Laddow Guidebook Day’: half a dozen of us walking almost thirty miles, round all the crags in the guide and doing a VS on each. It made for a good day out and was a fitness tester in preparation for a trip to the Lofoten Islands. The girls had a major feast ready for us when we got back after twelve hours on the hills. We didn’t see anyone that day despite climbing on every crag in the guide. When compared to Derbyshire’s popular gritstone cliffs, the northern Peak’s remote moor-edge crags and quarries were seldom visited.

         The Manchester Grit club had done a disappearing act. They had discovered Derbyshire limestone. When we met them on Sunday nights at Greenfield’s Pennine Jazz Club, Graham West would grin at us from behind his beard and, eyes twinkling, he would ask where we had been all weekend. He knew full well the answer would be ‘On the grit’. This always seemed to amuse him and his reply would inevitably be that it was high time we changed over to limestone for some decent climbing. Like Gray West I was on the British Mountaineering Council (BMC) Peak Guidebook Committee that met in Matlock under the leadership of that doyen of the Peak, Eric Byne, so he knew we were working on the proposed guidebook to Saddleworth and Chew Valley. Gray and the Grit lads, on the other hand, had already finished their section of the guide covering Wilderness Rocks and had moved on to Peak limestone, which offered a wealth of undiscovered rock. His guidebook Rock Climbs on the Mountain Limestone of Derbyshire was published in 1961 and opened everyone’s eyes to this new world of Peak District climbing and to the possibilities the overhanging limestone walls offered for aid climbing, at that time considered an essential technique for anyone planning to climb the big walls in the Dolomites. Raven Tor epitomised this new climbing scene. In an article entitled

         ‘Raven Tor’ on the subject of gritstone versus limestone, commissioned for Mountain Craft in 1965, I wrote about Gray’s route Mecca, saying, ‘Mecca was the culmination of three years’ efforts and ranks among the finest of the artificial climbs … The situations on it are almost incomparable. It is a tribute to the foresight, determination and skill of Graham West who, along with Barry Roberts, completed the first ascent in February 1960’.

         In 1960 I was in Arran and headed off with Paul for the South Ridge Direct of Rosa Pinnacle, which I had first seen on my trip with Frank and Olly. By ten we were well up on the ridge on beautiful rock that more than lived up to our expectations. Paul led the S-crack – a great pitch for gritstoners – which gave me the higher and overhanging Y-crack. Above that some easier but enjoyable climbing brought us to an overhang thirty metres below the top. By now it was raining so we sheltered beneath the roof and spent a pleasant though chilly half-hour eating sandwiches and peering out at the cloud-shredded peaks beyond.

         Eventually, it eased off and we crept out only to find that the only point at which the route passed the overhang was also the funnel that collected all the water falling on the expanse of slabs above. Within minutes we were soaked to the skin, which rather defeated our half hour of sheltering below, but soon we were out on the top of the pinnacle with the summit of Cìr Mhòr itself only five minutes away. We had really enjoyed it, but the weather had broken and as we walked back glimpsing the gloomy black walls of our other objective, the unclimbed north-east face that I had first seen when I was there with my chemistry teacher, it was obvious that we would have to wait another year before we attempted it.

         We returned next summer and had terrible weather, but we climbed Rosa Pinnacle again, five of us reaching the easy upper slabs below the final pinnacle, but only Paul and Brian Hodgkinson topping out. The rest of us had already had enough and scurried off for a hot brew. Towards the end of the second week when the others were leaving, Roy arrived on the island and he and I went off with a pocketful of food and our sack full of gear to Glen Sannox. We were both pretty much penniless but the woman in the cafe gave us a couple of cold pies and by evening we were up the glen and bivouacked beneath the dark shadow of the north-east face. It was a splendid sunset with the jagged peaks of the Witch’s Step silhouetted against a blood-red sky, while in the darkness of the high corrie the dim shadows of deer moved softly about. With luck it seemed like the next day would be the one good day of the fortnight.

         We awoke at about six in the morning with a bitter cold wind blustering down to the sea and the black ridge of Cioch na h-Oighe etched against the golden glow of the rising sun. In the wan light the north-east face looked cold and grim so we curled up in our pits till the wind eased and the sun was higher, providing a somewhat doubtful warmth. With our last excuse to lie in gone, we breakfasted on our pies and a remarkably refreshing can of cold vegetable soup before crossing over to the bottom of the face which now looked disturbingly uninviting, its base being undercut by a metre-and-a-half-wide line of overhangs.

         With a little anxiety and one or two false starts we eventually found a way through. At last we were at grips with the crag, the day was fine and we were in good form. A quick layback on small holds and the overhang was passed; the armour was pierced. Above, a thin crack snaked up to end in a black bulge at fifteen metres. A line of holds then led us out to the right, then fortunately another crack started but finished abruptly under a roof fifteen metres above. I banged a peg in for a belay and poised myself on a tuft of grass to bring Roy up. The situation already looked dodgy – left was obviously out, above was a roof and to the right was a ten-metre slab of steep, smooth rock.

         Roy tried the roof first, passed it, declared the upper slab impossible and came carefully back down. Next, he inched out to the right on minute holds till, balanced precariously on the opposite edge, he cleared a crack of its vegetation and climbed up it making for a large ledge beneath another even larger overhang. Another peg went in, slid in this time as the crack was too wide, but anyhow it was secure for a downward pull. I followed gingerly across wondering just what I was supposed to be standing on, but at least it was good to reach a ledge. Apart from that we seemed to have crossed from the frying pan into the fire. I peered out to see a nasty expanse of bulging rock above and retreated. Roy went up, stepping out on to the wall and came back. I went for a look on the right, and after a long traverse could still find no possible break, so returned wondering how we would escape from the ledge.

         Roy decided on another go and once more managed to step out on to the wall. This time he saw a small spike above to the left. After five minutes of cursing and cowboy tactics he lassoed it with some line, clipped in, and with the protection of the runner tiptoed up out of sight. He led on up a groove for the full forty-five metres of rope before being forced to stop and put in a peg belay. My turn next, up past the jams and out on to the wall then on past Roy following the steep grooves for another rope’s length to another peg belay. At one point I nearly leapt off, as I pulled up on a piece of grass that hissed at me. I let go in a cold sweat wondering if a snake could possibly lurk in such a desperate place. I tried again and once more it hissed at me, so some peculiar bridging moves ensued, before I hurried on to the belay.

         Above this Roy led on again and brought me up on to the left arête of a gully mentioned in the guidebook as ‘the unclimbed Gully A’. We followed its left rib for 120 metres of enjoyable Severe climbing. On the left, the face up which we had come dropped down for 150 metres into Glen Sannox, while to our right was the thirty-metre vertical black wall of the gully that descended from a small col high on the ridge of the mountain. Once there, another ridge rose across the upper edge of the face for a further ninety metres of carefree climbing, bringing us to a small grassy knoll just beneath the main peak of Cìr Mhòr. It had been a great day with thirty metres of climbing. We rested contentedly in the sunshine. Beneath us was the huge dome of the crag, split by the cavernous Gully A. Beyond were the calm waters of the sea, shadowed by the setting sun. We likened it to a place made famous by Coleridge, and called the route Xanadu.

         I sent the route information to the Scottish Mountaineering Club only to be told that some Scottish climbers had done the lower wall and the ridge up the side of the gully the week before. Only the summit ridge was new. In total there was 380 metres of climbing. We didn’t doubt a route had been done on the lower wall, but we did doubt it was the same as ours. We had both done enough new routes to know one when we saw one, especially one climbed the week before. No grass had been removed, no holds cleaned, no belay pegs placed and removed, no sign of anyone. Neither Roy nor I were ever convinced it was the same climb. I later discovered a climb had been done somewhere on the cliff, three weeks previously. Not that it mattered, I had first seen the cliff six years before and had looked forward to climbing it ever since. Roy and I had one of our best mountain days together, exploring over 300 metres of rock, and there’re not many routes of that length in the UK – new or not. We were more than happy with our mountain adventure; it’s surprising what you can do on a pork pie and half a can of cold soup.
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