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         Praise for The Mountain Path

         ‘The Mountain Path is a beautiful, thoughtful work that affirms Pritchard’s place as one of our most insightful, and courageous, mountain voices. A perfect follow-up to his explorations of the reasons we climb (Deep Play) and their sometimes-tragic consequences (The Totem Pole), The Mountain Path expertly navigates the even more complex terrain of the spiritual value of a mountain life, through the eyes of a very wise guide.’ - Geoff Powter – Psychologist, Writer and Climber

         
             

         

         ‘Paul is an amazing person who has overcome several near-death experiences, as well as the many challenges on his road to recovery after some life-threatening injuries. From learning to walk again, daily falls and dealing with epileptic seizures, Paul has not only learned to climb again, but his meditative approach to life has led him on a path towards enlightenment that we can all learn from.’ - Lynn Hill – Climbing legend and first person to free climb The Nose on El Capitan

         
             

         

         ‘Unable to kill himself, quite, we now have Paul’s books to read. This one has some vintage detail. We hear about the school spitting champion, about the oval things that come from chickens but also about the most diffuse Pritchard: the ‘one’ that experiences. Out of a soup of pain and fears, a person clear about what really matters has surfaced. Paul liked to say: ‘urrgghh … death’s my constant companion’. Introduced to the marrow of his experiences so very well, here we get to feel first-hand just how close to us that companion is. The truth of life for Paul laid bare.’ - Johnny Dawes – Climbing visionary

         
             

         

         ‘In Deep Play, Paul probed into the heads of the misfits among us who tackle big, hard, risky climbs. A subsequent near-death accident on the Totem Pole nearly ended his active life, but he re-invented himself and kept on adventuring. As his new book shows, he’s still deep in thought about the play of risk in life, but moreover, it shows an indomitable spirit.’ - Greg Child – Climber and Author

         
             

         

         ‘Out of a soup of pain and fears, a person clear about what really matters has surfaced.’ - Johnny Dawes
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         Paul Pritchard is an award-winning author and one of the UK’s most visionary and accomplished climbers. Originally from Lancashire, he began climbing in his teens and went on to repeat some of the most difficult routes in the country, before moving to North Wales where he played a pivotal role in the development of the Dinorwig slate quarries and the imposing Gogarth cliffs on Anglesey. A move into mountaineering followed, with significant ascents around the world, including the East Face of the Central Tower of Paine in Patagonia, and the first ascent of the West Face of Mount Asgard on Baffin Island. In 1998 his life changed dramatically when he was hit by falling rock while climbing the Totem Pole, a sea stack off the Tasmanian coast. He was left with hemiplegia – paralysis down the right side of his body – and also lost the power of speech for many months. Since his accident, Paul has continued to lead a challenging life through caving, tricycle racing, sea kayaking, river rafting, climbing Kilimanjaro, and, in 2009, a return to lead rock climbing. He is an international speaker, advocating for disability, and a diversity and inclusion trainer volunteering for The Human Library, which challenges the harmful effects of stereotyping and prejudice. He is the author of three books – Deep Play, The Totem Pole, and The Longest Climb – and has won the prestigious Boardman Tasker Prize on two occasions (Deep Play, 1997; The Totem Pole, 1999). The Totem Pole was also awarded the Grand Prize at the 1999 Banff Mountain Book Festival. Paul lives in Hobart, Tasmania.
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            Between the sun and the moon, the restless desire to live and the restless desire to die, the mountain holds the balance.

            – Etel Adnan, Journey to Mount Tamalpais

         

      

   


   
      
         
            FOREWORD

            BY HAZEL FINDLAY

         

         I heard of Paul long before I met him, and read his book The Totem Pole long before I climbed the sea stack after which the book is named. Paul’s accident didn’t put me off wanting to climb the matchstick pinnacle found seemingly swaying in the swell of the Tasman Sea. It probably sounds weird to someone who doesn’t climb that I would be interested in climbing a piece of rock that almost took someone’s life, but the Totem Pole is an improbable exemplar of rock architecture and speaks directly to the desires that make a climber who they are.

         When I first saw the Totem Pole, I wondered how it hadn’t already fallen into the ocean. And when I started climbing the narrow splinter of rock, I questioned how I could climb it without pushing it over. When I gained the halfway ledge, my mind imagined the seven painful and lonely hours Paul had spent there, leaking blood and cerebral fluid after being hit in the head by a laptop-sized rock. He left half his blood and who knows how many brain cells on that ledge, but in his own words he ‘gained eighty years of wisdom’.

         My first impression of Paul was one of fragility. He is unable to use half of his body very well due to his hemiplegia, and his speech is slow and laborious due to his damaged frontal lobe. All this could lead you to think Paul vulnerable. That’s until you look him in the eye, and you xii see an inner strength unique to someone who’s skirted death three times. Like the Totem Pole, it’s easy to mistake Paul’s outer image with one of fragility, but there is a resilience to Paul that seems impervious to the turbulent waves of life. That said, he has none of the dullness or arrogance of many ageing mountaineers; he giggles like a child, especially at himself.

         Since the age of six, I’ve bent myself towards climbing, like a tree edging towards the light. I’m also a fond reader of books. Despite being a lover of climbing and a lover of books, I rarely enjoy climbing novels or the biographies of great climbers. They always seem dull, egotistical and inadequate at depicting the complexity of our relationship with climbing. I consider them to advertise all the negative aspects of masculinity, a shallow repetition of the hero’s journey without the heart and vulnerability of the climber’s life as I experience it. Perhaps for some, the challenge of climbing is about achievement, about making our egos bigger. I wanted to read about the real worth of challenge and a hero’s battle to dismantle the ego.

         At some point The Totem Pole landed under my nose and this book did captivate my attention. Perhaps because it’s a story of losing climbing, it does a better job of getting close to why we do it. It’s also a story about how the worst thing that could happen can become the best thing, which in reality is a story of acceptance, growth and courage. And I could relate to a story like that.

         In my twenties, a shoulder injury stopped me from climbing for a while and I had to work out how to be happy without climbing. Some chain of events that I won’t go into landed me in a Vipassana meditation centre and it was there that I learnt the real nature of happiness as a condition of the mind, dependent on inner strength and not external conditions. After Paul’s accident, he ended up taking the same course and in The Mountain Path Paul does well to explain how mind-blowing ten days of sitting on your arse and doing nothing can be.

         For Paul, acceptance should have been harder. Prior to his accident, he was one of the best climbers in the world and travelled to many xiii exciting mountains around the globe. He had gone from climbing some of the hardest routes to relearning how to walk and talk. His accident had effectively made him a baby again. I guess if you can accept that, you can accept anything.

         Meditation is a method of training the mind in acceptance; unfortunately, it’s not that fun. Climbers are lucky because the mountains are also great teachers. With the right mindset, experiences in the mountains that require presence and control of our primal pain and fear bring with them great wisdom. In these environments, we go through a mental boot camp and come out the other side stronger. In The Mountain Path you’ll read about these lessons through the eyes and emotions of someone who’s not only had to learn acceptance the hard way, but also continues to practise this applied wisdom in his ongoing relationship with the mountains and adventures as a disabled person. You’d think that living with a disability, hemiplegia, seizures and fits would be challenging enough, but Paul’s boundless curiosity to better understand himself has propelled him around the world on various challenges including a 1,100-kilometre trike journey across Tibet to Everest Base Camp.

         The mountains are a kind of schoolroom for those who want answers more quickly than the rest and who are curious to see the depths of the self, however painful. The problem is that it doesn’t matter how perfect the schoolroom or how brilliant the teacher, the student needs to be ready and willing to learn. For those of you who’ve spent your lives in the mountains, maybe ignoring the lessons available to mountaineers and climbers, then I imagine this book could be a diving board for inner inquiry. For those who are already on the path, this book is probably something you’ve long been waiting for. Paul lays out the spiritual lessons we can learn on the mountain path with humour and humility. Paul’s experiences in the mountains and his brushes with death make him the perfect author for this book.

         
             

         

         Hazel Findlay, hazel-findlay.com

      

   


   
      
         
1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            Never regret thy fall,

            O Icarus of the fearless flight

            For the greatest tragedy of them all

            Is never to feel the burning light.

            – Oscar Wilde (attributed)

         

         ‘You’ve not washed your feet, have you?’ I joyfully castigated Steve after face-planting on his bare left foot. There had been no other way for my hemiplegic body to wriggle onto the rock needle’s postage-stamp summit. My one functioning arm was almost useless after the 126 one-arm pull-ups it had taken me to get to the top of the Totem Pole.

         My own legs were still stuck out over the void but here was the rest of me, on top of the world, kissing my dear leader’s feet. He put out his hand and helped me to an unstable standing position, my legs fatigued and spastic. After a joyful hug I thought it best to sit down again and conduct operations from a cross-legged posture. Steve checked his knots and zipped himself across the rope we had rigged up earlier to connect us to the headland.1 I was left alone, like Simeon Stylites, a lone figure on an ever-so-gently swaying pillar of dolerite, meditating on what I had just achieved.

         It took a while to sink in. Eighteen years of learning and effort to get 2 here, but I had just climbed the slenderest sea-stack in the world. At sixty-five metres, the Totem Pole is three times taller than Cleopatra’s Needle in Central Park or Victoria Embankment (they are identical). And, at four metres square, only twice as wide. It stands in the Southern Ocean on a remote stretch of coastline in southern Tasmania. A local car bumper sticker reads: ‘An island off an island, at the arse end of the world.’ 

         Almost two decades earlier I had endured the most painful, lonely and confusing experience of my life on this stack of rock. My partner Celia Bull and I were attempting to free-climb this tower when a laptop-sized piece of dolerite scythed through the air from twenty-five metres above me and struck my skull like a blow from an axe. I was left hanging upside down on the end of the rope, just above the sea, blood pissing out of my head and turning the sea red.

         Celia, standing on the Totem Pole’s only ledge, now faced her own ocean of trauma as she hauled me back up the vertical wall, the nine-millimetre nylon rope gouging her hands. Bear in mind this was before the days of mobile phones. There was no dialling a rescue here. It took a full three hours before she could tie me safely to the ledge. Then she told me she was going to have to leave and get some help.

         Fighting to steady her body, Celia began climbing the rope that we had left in place to the summit of the tower. She then clipped herself on to our zip-line connecting the pole to the mainland. Dragging herself across, she paused for breath, sixty metres above the swell that was now mauling the base of the column.

         In a moment of morbid fascination, I walked my fingers up through my sticky hair to the top of my head. I discovered a huge hole in my skull. Shocked, I pulled my hand away. My fingers were painted red with blood and sticky with cerebrospinal fluid. The whole right side of my body had no feeling; I couldn’t move either my arm or leg. When I tried to call Celia’s name, no sound came from my mouth, just a faint croak. I was alone and broken on a distant stack of rock in the Southern Ocean. 3

         Even though I had no idea why my limbs were paralysed, there was one thing I did know: I could trust Celia with my life, even though, as I was acutely aware, that life seemed likely to end soon. There was little I could do about that. And in my confused state, I had little energy for reviewing my life. I seemed comfortably detached about my imminent demise. All I could do was calmly accept my fate and make my last moments as un-distressing as possible. At the same time, I had to keep my options open. Here was a thought: what if I lived?

         Drifting in and out of consciousness, I remember thinking, ‘What the hell am I doing here?’

         I know I didn’t just mean ‘What am I doing on this ledge?’

         I knew that much.

         I was now oblivious to Celia, as she climbed the final steep path to the crest of the headland above. It would take her two hours to run back to Fortescue Bay and trigger the rescue. Later, she told me that she had looked back at me down on that ledge and thought it was the last time she was ever going to see me alive.

         
            * * *

         

         Okay, I will pause at this rather dramatic moment – with me expiring on the ledge and Celia running to mobilise a rescue – to let you, the reader, know that I have already written two books about this piece of rock and the accident I suffered there. These books were first-hand, seat-of-your-pants accounts of the accident and my year in hospital.

         My aim with this book is for you and me to go on an arduous pilgrimage of self-discovery, to compare notes of our highs and lows. This journey will not be comfortable or safe, I guarantee. But the chances are that it will change the way you see things, if only a little bit. The events recounted in this book certainly changed my life in a profound manner.

         I have learnt much from the wild places I have wandered through and the mountains I have climbed, or failed to climb, including two previous near-death falls. I doubt I would have survived that day on 4 the Totem Pole, spilling half my blood into the ocean and on to that ledge, without that knowledge gained in the mountains. I can still hear the vacant groaning as the air escaped my lung, as if Celia was dragging someone else inch by painful inch up that wall.

         There, on that ledge, all I wanted to do was go to sleep. And I was certain that if I did drift off, it would be for the last time. I made a vague pact with myself to at least attempt to live. I found myself dumbly forcing my body up on to my one functioning elbow, looking down into a sticky red pool and moaning. I then dropped my head straight into my own sticky, cold blood with a dull thud. I don’t want to gross you out but to communicate that without this persistent determination I would not have realised half the things I have done since. I very much doubt I would have attempted to climb Kilimanjaro or cycle to Everest. It is not stubborn or aggressive, this determination that The Mountain taught me. No. It is more a patient resolve.

         I had to stay awake and alert, and yet remain calm and balanced also. Looking back from a distance of over twenty years I can now see that the meditative trance I entered into, neither asleep nor awake, was a vital coping mechanism. When we are in life-or-death situations, being paralysed with fear does not come naturally. In 1844, when a lion mauled David Livingstone, he thought it the most serene moment of his life. Like Livingstone, I was not overly worried about paralysis or death. I remained in a becalmed state of mind on that sofa-sized ledge for seven long hours before I sensed someone by me. No, not Jesus (or any other god for that matter), but he was my saviour, a paramedic named Neale Smith. Neale thought he was in for a simple corpse recovery judging by the amount of blood he saw on the ledge on his way down to me. When he saw that I was still alive, he knew there was no time to lose.

         In the mountains, I believed I was embracing the true meaning of freedom, not the illusory freedom of following my passion; but until the Totem Pole, following my passion is all I did. I ditched the joinery apprenticeship I began at the age of sixteen and went climbing – every 5 day – until my skull was split open fifteen years later. Afterwards, I discovered there is a greater freedom than this. There is a greater freedom.

         Some might think that my near-death experience could have been easily avoided. If only I had ignored my passion and stuck with the apprenticeship in the suburbs of Manchester. Even so, a life spent working with wood, however attractive to some, was not for me. And as I’ll explain, and I hope I can convince you, living with paralysis all these years has actually improved my life. So much so that I can say without doubt that this catastrophic brain injury is the single best thing that ever happened to me. It has given me a new perspective on life. It has led me to a markedly different philosophy.

         Brain trauma is starkly different from any other form of injury. This isn’t just what you could become. This is what you really are: the constant public fretting, the addictive behaviour, the verbalising of thoughts about sex. The emotional lability that forces you to see the hysterically funny side of death one moment, when the next you have tears streaming down your face because you have seen early morning storm-light caught on a tree. Always being in a variety of states of existential crisis. And very obvious states too. This is who we really are once we drop the façade, once we cease to act out the part we have created for ourselves.

         The version of our lives that’s like being trapped in Waiting for Godot.

         Added to this, the partial long-term memory loss I suffered and an almost complete lack of working memory meant I was forced to live in the moment. In my mind, the loss of one’s memory can be a curse or a meditation, for meditation is all about being in the present moment. I was forever grasping at the straws of times past that have, well, passed. It was exhausting. But I learnt that if I could accept that this was the reality of this moment, I could turn memory loss around so that it became an advantage. Don’t get me wrong, though. I still have embarrassing moments in cafes when I am ordering breakfast. I can picture an egg but can’t for the life of me recall the name for it and simply say, ‘Egg, please.’ 6

         So instead I say, ‘One of those oval things that come from chickens.’

         Those who have brain injuries hold up a mirror to society. This can make brain-injured people terrifying to the ‘normal’ person in the street because at some level they fear this is who they might be. There are awkward reactions from some people, sideways glances and weird comments, day in, day out. Some of them I’m sure are meant as compliments. ‘You’re so brave,’ they say, when I’m simply walking down a country path. Or else the comments are dressed as empathy. ‘Never mind, I’m so forgetful too.’

         Sometimes it’s darker. People with disabilities often arouse suspicion. On more than one occasion I have been challenged while taking pictures of my son at soccer or looking for my daughter in the school grounds. I won’t go into the psychology of why most Bond villains have a disability. But it’s lucky that I have a black sense of humour and can see the funny side of these moments.

         Occasionally it gets really dark. I have suffered physical attacks more than once. In the most recent, I was taking my children to a matinee performance of The Wind in the Willows at a local theatre. My lurching gait must have attracted the attention of a man who, unprovoked, crossed the street and punched me around the ear, knocking me to the ground. My already fragile head hit the pavement with a thud. After bending over me and urging me to ‘fuck off and die’, the man hurried off around the corner. A passer-by helped me to my feet. The apples I had slung around my shoulder in a bag were smashed. The only saving grace was that my kids were already in the theatre so didn’t see their dad getting bullied.

         So, I have dealt with some shit that nobody should ever have to face. And through this process, but in a more measured way than having a boulder crush my skull, I have been led down a different path of thought. Why do people behave as they do? Should I forgive my attacker? Perhaps they are just mistaken, as no one is born mean-spirited. What are the ethics of any given situation?

         I think this constant questioning of reality forces you to take a 7 philosophical journey. It certainly did me. And it’s a journey encompassing many perspectives, not least a clearer interpretation of fear. Fear does not warrant the importance many of us attach to it. That doesn’t mean we should not be concerned for our own welfare; just that whether we are paralysed with fear or not, the result will most likely be the same. What is courageous is the ability to trust that the universe will provide. Eleven years after my brain injury, I made my first lead climb since the accident. Clearly, it might have been safer to stay on the ground and not risk my neck. Yet I understood there was an opportunity for growth up there on The Mountain. So, we climb anyway. And as the years passed, I discovered this courage to be the essential and often difficult skill of living in the present and letting the future go without anticipation.

         It wasn’t until I embarked on a pedal-powered journey across the Tibetan Plateau that I realised what being in the present moment actually entailed. In Tibet I became aware that I was not nearly as important as I thought I was. And it was while turning my pedals monotonously round on the road to Everest that I understood the transformative effect pilgrimage can have on our lives.

         The monotony of cycling across Tibet provided me welcome space for introspection. I was able to recall thousands of beautiful and terrifying experiences in the mountains. Looking down upon a blue glacier, all scaly and winding, from a rock tower in Pakistan, as if I were gazing for the first time at the sort of satellite imagery we see so commonly now on Google Earth … Hanging alone on a mile-high wall in Patagonia, with just a thin cord disappearing into swirling white clouds above and below me … Clinging to a Welsh slate face, held only by my fingertips; thirty metres above jagged rocks, knowing that one false move would be the end of me … Brocken spectres on the Eiger in the Swiss Alps … Footsteps in the bog all aglow with phosphorescent algae on the Isle of Lewis … Or the red orb of the midnight sun, seen from a wall on Baffin Island.

         Through the course of many discussions with our Tibetan guide 8 and the monks I met along the plateau, I came to see that many of the people in Tibet had a similar worldview to the one I had learnt, by a sort of osmosis, in the mountains. I realised that through facing my deepest fear on The Mountain I was learning to live in the moment, a core teaching embodied in Buddhist philosophy.

         
            * * *

         

         After spending what had felt like eternity on that ledge, I became aware that I was being clipped to my rescuer’s harness. Then I was being abseiled into a boat being tossed about by the waves. As the swell rose, Neale cut the rope and we both fell into this boat, which raced me to a helicopter waiting on the beach. It was all quite exciting, really.

         When I arrived in hospital, the surgeon had to work through the night to save my life. Thus began, in 1998, the longest expedition I would ever go on. I am still on it. And it is the resilience and faith in myself fostered through years of rock climbing and mountaineering that stood me in good stead for the challenge of my second life.

         
            * * *

         

         During a whole year spent in a Merseyside hospital after my rescue I seemed to skip the five stages of grief. I never went through a denial stage. I never thought from my wheelchair, ‘What’s the point of it all?’ I was never angry with the Totem Pole or myself. I never asked, ‘Why me?’ I never bargained with any god or whispered my ‘if onlys’ into the night.

         However, I did descend into a deep depression at the thought of never being able to climb again. Recently, the late, great David Roberts reminded me of the time he came to interview me in Wales for National Geographic Adventure. I had just written The Totem Pole and had won mountaineering literature’s biggest prizes, the Boardman Tasker and the Grand Prize at the Banff Mountain Book Festival, so I was hot news. He drove me out to my heart cliff, Gogarth, on the 9 island of Anglesey. I hobbled to the cliff edge and there, sitting among the sea pinks, looking down at the surging swell of the Irish Sea, puffins and guillemots wheeling across the crag’s face, I broke down and sobbed for what I had lost.

         But why climb in the first place? After all, there are a thousand reasons not to climb a mountain. Rockfall, hypothermia, avalanche, altitude sickness, the risk of falling off, severe weather or just the hard work of it all. When I looked at it carefully, I saw there is but one singular reason to climb a rock or mountain. It may be the most beautiful mountain you ever saw. It may be in a remote corner of the world you always wanted to visit. It may be a futuristic-looking line aching to be climbed, or you may want to ascend it simply for the exercise and the view from the top. It doesn’t matter what the reasons are. The reason we climb is for the challenge.

         That may sound trite. ‘Of course it’s for the challenge!’ I hear you say.

         But this challenge has questioning at its heart, and this questioning is fundamental if we wish to live our lives to the utmost. This challenging ourselves and questioning, if we do it often enough, pushes us to do our best, to be our best, to strive to be more comfortable with inevitable fears, to be more trusting and more able to be dedicated. It enables us to put painful events such as illness, grief and loss into perspective, and, dare I say it, live a more harmonious life.

         So, despite my depression, in a few short months I had climbed out of that deep well of despair and accepted my situation. How was this possible? I suspected it was something to do with having spent my life in the mountains. If I was right, what was it that The Mountain had taught me? What was it about wild places that instilled in me such resolve? And, what was it about The Mountain that infused me with such acceptance of change and such an embrace of the most profound change of all: death?

         What concerns me is not how to climb a mountain, but how The Mountain can help us sort out what the hell life is about. This is not 10 a how-to manual. You will not find within these pages advice on mental conditioning or physical techniques for climbing mountains. Nor is The Mountain a simple Nietzschean metaphor for the triumph of the will, where the valley equals mediocrity and the summit fulfilment.

         What fascinates me is just how The Mountain and moving upon it in an attentive way can be a doorway to transcend the material world. Back in 1987, I was making the scariest crag climb of my life at Gogarth. I was in a very precarious position where a slip could have spelt the end for both myself and my partner (who had great trust in me). Suddenly, I was telescoped out of my body. I became a separate consciousness watching myself climb, flowing through moves with assured certainty, and then – bam! – I crashed violently back into myself at the end of all difficulties.

         Many climbers, in extremis, have had out-of-body experiences like this. The ‘peak-experience’, as Maslow would call it.2 There are many such doorways to transcendence: painting or poetry, chess or dancing. However, the unique blend of nature’s power and the uncertainty of success, or even of one’s personal safety, combined with the mindfulness needed to be a climber, makes The Mountain unique.

         When I hear the wind on The Mountain, a longing to climb tears at my heart, as if it is calling to me. When you listen to a mountain, quietly, with care, this longing reveals itself. When we spend time in the mountains, we do not escape from our woes. We come home and learn how to accept them.

         This book, then, is a personal reflection on my relationship with The Mountain and the qualities this partnership has fostered within me, to meet a new life with new challenges at each moment. Those lessons learnt in the mountains got me through a harrowing injury and painfully slow recovery. I use them still, repeatedly, each day of my second, radically different life. And it is these lessons that enabled 11 a return to the Totem Pole eighteen years later to finally confront the tower in the sea that did me so much harm. And yet, paradoxically, made my life so much better. 

         
            1 Climbers call this a Tyrolean traverse, rigged to pull themselves across a void. [Back]

            2 Psychologist Abraham Maslow coined the term ‘peak-experience’ in his 1964 book Religions, Values, and Peak-Experiences. [Back]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            FREEDOM

         

         
            The journey goes down, not up. It’s as if the mountain pointed toward the centre of the earth instead of reaching into the sky. Instead of transcending the suffering of all creatures, we move toward the turbulence and doubt. We jump into it. We slide into it. We tiptoe into it. … At our own pace, without speed or aggression, we move down and down and down. With us move millions of others, our companions in awakening from fear. At the bottom we discover water … Right down there in the thick of things we discover the love that will not die.

            – Pema Chödrön, When Things Fall Apart

         

         When I was a child, my mother used to take me hillwalking, adventuring all over the United Kingdom. The Pennines surrounded our home on the moors, so I would explore them on a daily basis. Sometimes we went on longer trips, to the English Lake District or to Eryri (Snowdonia) in Wales. However, it was on the Isle of Arran in Scotland that I got my first real taste of how an inanimate object such as a mountain can be both a companion and a mentor.

         My mother would have been about forty years old then. Younger than I am now as I sit at my desk recalling this, some might say, foolish adventure. I would have been around the age of eleven and in my first year at secondary school. This particular walking holiday was to be my first experience of the dedication that comes with fear. And, 14 through this fear, brought about by my mother and me risking our lives, I felt free, truly free, for the first time in my life.

         Back home in Bolton, a grimy, fast-becoming-ex-mill town on the Lancashire moors, I would pore over my mother’s collection of hiking guidebooks, mostly Alfred Wainwright’s famous pictorial fell-walking guides. My mother had a sizeable collection of this beloved son of Lancashire’s books on her shelf, with their finely detailed, exquisite black-and-white ink drawings … hundreds of them … thousands of them.

         I had seen a meticulous sketch of the dangerous ‘Witch’s Step’ in Wainwright’s then-new book, Scottish Mountain Drawings Volume Six. I was very much intrigued by the formation, Ceum na Caillich in Gaelic, a deep slash on the ridge of Caisteal Abhail at the head of Glen Sannox on the Isle of Arran. ‘The Step’ requires a certain level of adeptness at rock climbing to traverse it successfully. I became obsessed and begged my mother to take me there. Fortunately, Arran held fond memories for her, of a time when she and my father were happy together. Mum and Dad had gone to the island on their honeymoon and hiked up Goat Fell, its highest peak. So she agreed. Mum’s blue Datsun was packed to the gunnels with gear for a week’s hostelling.

         Only now, writing this, do I realise just how brave she was.

         The day before our adventure, I’d almost perished in a swan attack. In those days, I kept an egg collection, carefully arranged in an Airfix Lancaster Bomber box. I had them embedded in sawdust, in ranks, smallest to largest, from wren to chaffinch to mistle thrush and Canada goose. But I had yet to procure the smallest egg in Britain, the goldcrest, and, as every schoolboy knew, the largest – a mute swan. Now I spied a magnificent mute swan on her nest at the head of an inlet on Loch Ranza.
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