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Foreword


by Eric Shipton


There is today a wide gulf between the ‘classical’ mountaineer and the expert in modern climbing techniques; and there are many famous climbers still in their prime who would be quite incapable of tackling the more difficult routes in the Alps, or even of using modern methods and equipment effectively. This curious anomaly is due to the fact that until comparatively recently the development of these techniques was virtually confined to the Alps, while those who made their reputations in other ranges, where competition was far less keen and where the new methods were often still not applicable, had no need to employ them to break new ground.


The revolutionary development of modern mountaineering began in the twenties and was a direct result of the greatly increased popularity of the sport. Hitherto, mountain climbing had been largely confined to the comparatively affluent; but with the practice of guideless climbing, which became general after the First World War, it was found to be one of the least expensive of pastimes, available to a vast number of young people who lived within easy reach of the Alps. Increased popularity led inevitably to keener competition for the dwindling supply of possible new routes, and this to the evolution of bold new techniques, novel equipment and, it must be said, to the acceptance of narrower margins of safety. The inter-war years saw in the Alps a spectacular advance in standards of achievement, which at that time was matched nowhere else in the world.


The British, who can be said with some justice to have started the sport of mountaineering and who had the field almost to themselves during the Golden Age of the mid-nineteenth century, played almost no part in the developments of this great era in the Alps. Certainly they were not inactive in the more distant ranges, and our rock climbers achieved great forward strides in the perfection of their art. But the latter were largely content to remain in their home environment, and British crag climbing seemed to have become a separate sport, almost divorced from the field of greater mountaineering.


In the last two decades, however, there has been an astonishing reversal of this trend. Shortly after the War, Tom Bourdillon (who was fired by an almost missionary zeal to put British Alpine achievement back on the map), Arthur Dolphin and others began to climb some of the great new routes of the thirties, on which British climbers had never ventured before, and even to pioneer new lines of their own. Their lead was followed by scores of young men trained on British rock, who quickly adapted themselves to the Alpine environment, the ice and snow and rotten rock (the old bugbears of the pure cragsman), the enormously greater scale of the climbs; they soon mastered the techniques of ‘artificial’ climbing and learnt the art of survival in bivouacs in the most rigorous and terrifying situations, which are unavoidable on the great modern routes. They have made a truly remarkable breakthrough into this world of achievement; and their performance has often astonished their continental colleagues as, for example, when Joe Brown and Don Whillans made the fourth ascent (in record time) of the West Face of the Dru, a climb which a short time before had been hailed as opening a new chapter in the history of mountaineering.


Since the War, the advance in Alpine standards has been fully maintained; but a more significant development has been the increasing application of modern Alpine techniques in the Himalaya, the Karakoram, the Andes and elsewhere. Thus in these great ranges, too, the limits of possibility are being thrust further and further back to open a boundless horizon of fresh endeavour.


By his ability and his dedication, Chris Bonington has won a prominent place among climbers of the younger generation. Written with frankness and perception, his book illustrates well the relentless spirit which inspires some of his contemporaries and is a fine record of his own achievements.


E. S.




CHAPTER ONE


The Choice


‘We have considered your letter and regret that we cannot accede to your suggestion that we should release you to join this mountaineering expedition . . . That you should be very anxious to go on this expedition is understandable enough but you should see the problem exactly for what it is. If you were to regard mountaineering as a holiday pastime, that would be one thing; but if you still want to pursue it to the point of long-term expeditions in distant parts of the world, then you must see mountineering not as something which can be combined with your business career but as something which is incompatible with it. Put as plainly as possible, the time has come for you to make up your mind whether you leave mountaineering or Van den Berghs.


‘It was very much in our minds when you joined us after returning from an expedition to the Himalaya that it was your intention to settle down uninterruptedly to a business career, particularly as you were a few years older than most people who join us as Management Trainees. I also think that from a business point of view an interruption of some six months in your training would not be advantageous to yourself or the Company.’


I read the letter a second time. It went straight to the root of my problem, the question I had been struggling to solve for the previous few weeks – this conflict between my love of climbing and the need to find a worthwhile career.


And then I looked up and glanced round our furnished room, at the big double bed in one corner, at the half-opened door that led into the cupboard-like kitchenette, at the washing in front of the gas fire. My wife, Wendy, was crouched over the table, at work illustrating a children's book, her paints and papers overflowing on to the floor. We were cramped, overwhelmed by the narrow limits of our room whose every drawer and cupboard seemed to bulge with our possessions. Our landlady, an elderly and fragile Russian, who none the less possessed an iron will, passed our french window (we were on the ground floor), and glanced into the room with a disapproving glare. A few seconds later, as she stormed up the stairs outside the room, we could hear her mutter, ‘They do not care. They make my room untidy. They live like animals.’ She was used to young bachelors and unmarried girls who were out at work all day, had the bare minimum of possessions and kept their rooms at a barrack-room standard of tidiness.


I picked up the other letter that lay on my desk. It was an invitation to climb the Towers of Paine in South Patagonia. The leader was taking his wife with him, so, presumably, I could do so as well. There were some photographs showing three spectacular, almost improbable rock spires that looked more like huge, windowless skyscrapers than natural mountains. They seemed to jut straight up from the rolling Pampas and there was an impression of boundless space, of exciting, unknown land. But it was not just a question of whether to go on another expedition or not – the letter from Van den Berghs made that quite clear. I now had to choose between a career with an assured future, or a life based on mountaineering. Up till then, I had effected an uneasy compromise between my work and climbing. Now I should have to make a choice one way or the other.


My background and early years gave little hint of my erratic future as a mountaineer. I was born in London in 1934. Neither of my parents had the slightest interest in the mountains though my father had had the wanderlust. After my parents’ marriage broke up, he passed the years before the war drifting about the Far East and Australia. He had plenty of physical courage and joined the Special Air Service during the war, but was captured on his first operational mission and spent the rest of the war as a prisoner. As a result I saw him only a few times in my first fifteen years and he had no influence on my upbringing. In my early years I was brought up by my grandmother, while my mother went out to earn a living.


Looking back, it is only too easy to see signs of future behaviour in childhood escapades, but I did seem to have inherited my father's wandering nature. I had a passion for running away that dated from the age of three, when I took flight with a girl-friend on to Hampstead Heath. We were caught only three hours later by a policeman and taken to the policestation. They were heartily glad to return us to our parents, for by that time we had emptied the Inspector's bottle of milk over his desk and torn up the contents of his filing cabinet.


During the war I was evacuated to a boarding-school in Westmoreland. I was still an enthusiastic escaper and twice ran away from school, not to go home, but just for the sake of it.


I saw mountains for the first time during this period, but I was too young for them to make a real impression. Nevertheless, I scrambled around the hills near Grasmere in the Lake District with immense enthusiasm, my patient and very devoted grandmother plodding behind me.


Towards the end of the war, when I was eight, I was brought back to the South of England, first to a boarding-school near Letchworth where I was desperately unhappy and then, after only half a term, home to London, where my mother now looked after me. After a year at a small private school I was sent to the junior branch of University College School – a public day school. Both there, and at the Senior School, I was neither wildly happy nor unhappy – I made a few friends but was never particularly popular. I was shy and very unsure of myself. Games, at first, were sheer purgatory. I detested cricket, was frightened of the hard ball and was thoroughly bored by the game, surreptitiously reading a book when on the field. I was slightly better at playing rugger and even came to enjoy it, eventually reaching the giddy heights of the Third Fifteen, where I made up for a complete lack of ball sense with a great deal of enthusiasm and a certain amount of brute force. In school work I was average to bright, though tended to be lazy, working only at the things that interested me. I had a passion for military history, read a great deal about it and fought imaginary battles in my head.


I was sixteen when I went to stay with my grandfather who lived near Dublin. The line to Holyhead skirts the Welsh coast, and the hills thrust it on to the very shore. I gazed out of the carriage window, enthralled. There was something strangely exciting about the way the deep-cut, utterly desolate valleys wound their ways into the mountains. There were no crags, just big rounded hills that gave a feeling of emptiness, of the unknown.


When I reached Dublin, I found that my grandfather's house was on the very doorstep of the Wicklow Hills. These had not got quite the atmosphere of the mountains I had seen from the train but they were still exciting. I wanted to explore them to find out more about them, but at the same time I was frightened by their size and my own lack of experience. I stayed with my grandfather for two weeks. He was nearly eighty, very short, shrivelled by years in the tropics, though you could still see how tough he had been in his prime: his shoulders were still very broad, his chest deep, and you could feel the power of his personality. He had led a fascinating life. He was born in Denmark in the late 1860s; his family had a shipyard, building sailing ships, but he was unhappy at home, and ran away to sea in his early teens. He spent the next few years before the mast on a variety of sailing ships and had any number of adventures. He rounded the Horn, jumped ship in Nova Scotia and served for a time in the U.S. Marines; deserted and joined another sailing ship, which finally was wrecked off Cape Hatteras in a storm, but he managed to swim ashore.


Eventually he ended up in Bombay and secured a commission in the Royal Indian Marine. He was serving on the troopship Warren Hastings when it was wrecked off Mauritius, and distinguished himself by going down below as the ship sank to secure the water-tight doors; in doing this he had very little chance of survival. For his courage he was awarded a permanent billet in the dockyard at Bombay.


He was then offered a position in the Andaman penal settlement, in the Indian Ocean, to establish a shipyard; he spent the rest of his working life there, for he loved the islands and became particularly interested in the pygmy inhabitants. He transferred to the Forestry Service and became officer-in-charge of aborigines. He did a great deal to help these fierce and very primitive people and probably saved them from being wiped out altogether by various punitive expeditions. He also made a complete survey of both the Andaman Islands and the Nicobars, which must have been a monumental task for the archipelago comprises literally hundreds of densely forested islands.


His home was filled with relics of his work in the Andamans and presentations from the many people he had helped. Even in his eighties he managed a large greenhouse and was known and respected by all his neighbours.


On my way back from Ireland at the tail-end of the summer holiday I stayed with an aunt in the flat surburbia of Wallasey in the Wirral Peninsula. One night we called on some of her friends. While they talked, I idly picked up a book of photographs of Scotland and suddenly my imagination was jolted in a way I had never previously experienced. The book was full of photographs of mountains: the Cairngorms, huge and rounded; the Cuillins of Skye, all jagged rock and sinuous ridges; but what impressed me most of all was a picture taken from the summit of Bidean nam Bian in Glencoe, with the serried folds of the hills and valleys merging into a blur on the horizon. To me it was wild, virgin country, and yet it was just within my reach: I could imagine exploring these hills for myself. A book of Alpine or Himalayan peaks could never have had the same effect, for they would have been unattainable. I spent the rest of the holiday examining every picture; I no longer planned battles but worked out expeditions through the mountains instead.


Once back at school, I started to put my dreams into practice; the first thing was to find someone to share my enthusiasm. Shortly before Christmas I persuaded one of my form-mates to join me in an expedition to Wales. We set out just after Christmas and hitch-hiked up to Snowdonia. Anton had only his shoes to walk in, while I had bought a pair of ex-army boots that had a few studs in the soles. We had no windproofs, but relied on our school burberries.


We had chosen one of the hardest winters of recent years for our introduction to the hills. There was barely any traffic on the road and we spent the entire day getting from Llangollen, near the Welsh border, to Capel Curig in the heart of Snowdonia, but this did not matter, it was all so new and exciting; even the walks between lifts were enjoyable, as the country got progressively more bleak and wild and the hills got higher. Just as it grew dark we reached Capel Curig. There are few views to beat that of Snowdon from Capel, especially when the mountains are covered with snow. The three peaks of the Snowdon Horse Shoe stood isolated a good seven miles away, but in the crisp, clear air it seemed even farther. They had all the grandeur of Himalayan giants yet were within our grasp.


That night, in the Youth Hostel, Anton and I made our plans. We had not the faintest idea of what mountaineering would entail, and looking round the common-room at all the confident, experienced climbers, I felt very green. We sat huddled in a corner, very conscious of our complete ignorance and the fact that we did not look the part, that we had none of the right clothes. I longed for a pair of proper climbing boots with plenty of nails in the soles, or real climbing breeches and a well darned sweater.


The conversation for the most part was in a climbing jargon that was difficult to understand, every one talking at the top of his voice about the day's exploits, and, as far as one could see, no one really listening. A big, bearded man with a hole in the seat of his camouflaged ex-army windproofs was sitting immediately behind us and was describing, with a wealth of gestures, a narrow escape that day.


‘The ice was at least eighty degrees with an inch of powder snow on top. I'd run out sixty feet without a runner and Roy only had an axe belay. Near the top it got even steeper and turned to black ice. There was only an inch of it and you hit rock. It was all I could do to get up it.’


I couldn't really understand what he was talking about though it sounded most impressive. I was much too shy to talk to anyone, but just sat in a corner and listened. I looked ridiculously young for my age anyway; though I was nearly six foot tall and of average build, I had a fresh complexion and smooth skin that made me look little more than fourteen. I was always intensely aware of this, and this as much as anything made me shy and tongue-tied at first in the company of strangers.


We had a map, and there was a path marked all the way up Snowdon from Pen y Pass, so we decided to follow it the next day. We did not like consulting anyone about our plans, but if we had done, I am sure we should have been warned off Snowdon, for in severe winter conditions even the easiest way up can be dangerous and has claimed many lives. The next morning, happily ignorant, we hitch-hiked to Pen y Pass, just below Crib Goch. The path, marked on our maps, ran along the side of the ridge above the deeply glaciated cwm of Glas Llyn, but standing by the roadside it did not seem to be much help. The weather had changed overnight; the cloud was down and it was beginning to snow. From the road, the white of the snow, broken only by black gashes of exposed rocks, merged imperceptibly with the cloud. There were a few tracks in the snow but whether these were the paths marked on the map, who could tell?


We were about to turn back when a group of three climbers, who looked very professional with their ice-axes and windproofs, strode past and plunged into the snow. We followed them; soon we had not the faintest idea where we were as the snow swirled around us, and we floundered up to our waists in it. My feet quickly lost all sense of feeling, it was so cold. Anton was in an even worse state without proper boots, and continually slipping. The figures in front were vague blurs in the rushing snow; above us loomed black cliffs, below, the steeply dropping white slope merged into the cloud and only occasionally could we see the dull black surface of Glas Llyn through a momentary break. We ended up in a minor avalanche when we must have been quite high on the slopes of Crib Goch. Suddenly, everything around us was moving and we rolled and slid in a steadily moving chute of snow down the slope. We had no real comprehension of danger, and arrived at the bottom laughing. If there had been a cliff on the way down we could have been seriously injured. The people we had followed had not had any more sense than us and had floundered about in the soft snow just as incompetently. I returned to the Hostel that night soaked to the skin, exhausted but completely happy – it was the most exciting and enjoyable day I had ever had. Anton did not share my enthusiasm; he returned to London the next day and never came back to the hills. I stayed on by myself for a few more days. For the most part I kept to the roads and walked from one Youth Hostel to the next, but I could never pluck up courage to talk to anyone in the evenings until my last night. The Youth Hostel at Capel Curig was full, and so I found a little bed-and-breakfast place to spend the night in. Two climbers arrived just as it got dark and we spent the evening together. It was easy to talk to them, to find out something about real rock climbing, and what they told me confirmed my ambition to be a climber.


Back at school I dreamt of the mountains and of rock climbing. I read every book I could lay my hands on. But the real problem was to find someone to climb with. In Wales I had seen the danger of solitary wandering, and anyway wanted to climb properly with a rope. Today, even in the last twelve years, climbing has expanded out of all recognition: in London there are many local clubs all of which encourage beginners and welcome new members; there are organisations such as the Mountaineering Association and the Central Council of Physical Recreation, that organise training courses, so that it is not too difficult to learn how to climb. In 1951, however, there were few local clubs anywhere and none in London. No one at school was interested in the mountains and there seemed no way of finding anyone to teach me to climb.


Finally, I ran down a friend of the family who had done some climbing. He agreed to take me down to Harrison's Rocks, an outcrop in Kent only forty miles south of London. It seemed incredible that there could be crags so close to the city in Southern England. I had always associated climbing with the bleak hills of Scotland and Wales, certainly not with the hop fields of Kent. I met Cliff one Sunday morning at the end of March on Victoria Station. I had an irrational feeling of superiority over all the thousands of other travellers who were merely going down to the coast for a day by the sea and was intensely conscious of the length of old hemp rope in my rucksack; I longed to take it out and sling it round my shoulder but felt too self-conscious to do so. We were not the only mountaineers travelling down to Tunbridge Wells – you could tell them from the patches in their trousers and the battered anoraks. We all piled out of the train at Groombridge and walked up an ordinary country road. There was still no sign of any rocks, even when we went through a wood of young trees; and then, suddenly, we came to the top of a sandstone cliff. It was only thirty feet high; the trees growing at its base towered above its crest; a railway ran along the bed of the valley through fields of hops and past an oast house. I could not help being disappointed: it was all so peaceful and rustic. We scrambled to the foot of the cliff and walked along a path, looking up at the rocks as we went. There was nearly a mile of them – all very steep, seamed with cracks, weathered by wind and rain, sometimes completely hidden by the trees or covered with an uninviting black slime, but where the trees had receded there were stretches of clean grey-brown rock. As we walked along the foot, Cliff sounded like a guide in a stately home showing off the prized possessions to his visitors.


‘That's Dick's Diversion up there,’ pointing to a seemingly holdless, vertical wall. ‘It's one of the hardest routes here; I've never done it.’ I wondered how anyone could, except perhaps a human spider – and then a bit farther on, he said, ‘There's Slim Finger Crack – you can see why it's called that.’ I could. The wall was overhanging at the bottom, and the crack that split it seemed barely wide enough to take one's fingers. It was difficult to believe that practically every square foot of rock had been climbed and had then been mapped and recorded, given a name and a standard of difficulty.


People were beginning to climb; for the most part they looped their climbing rope round a tree at the top of the rocks, tied on to one end, while a friend pulled it in at the bottom, so that they could not possibly hurt themselves if they slipped. This precaution was particularly advisable since the sandstone holds were often frail and could easily break off. We stopped to watch one of the climbers perform; there was already a good audience gathered at the foot of the cliff. The climb, called Long Layback, ran up a steep crack of about thirty-five feet. He started off in fine form, his feet pressing against the rock at the side of the crack, his body almost parallel to the ground, leaning back on his arms. But then as he got higher he began to tire; his body sagged back on to the rope, and then the audience came to life, several climbers shouting different directions all at the tops of their voices.


‘Cock your right foot up on to the scrape by your shoulder and layback on the little pock.’


While another yelled, ‘That's no good, Jack, jam your left foot in the crack to your left and reach up for the jug . . . come on, reach, man, reach . . . you're nearly there.’


Jack, panting hard – ‘Tight rope . . . tighter, for God's sake’ – gasps and grunts, and forces his unwilling body an inch higher, and the man holding the rope heaves and pulls at the bottom. But it's no good, he slumps back on the rope. Yells and ironic cheers from the audience.


‘Let me down,’ groans Jack.


‘Come on, Jack. Have another go. You were nearly there,’ shout the supporters’ club.


‘I can't. I've no bloody strength left in my arms and the rope's cutting me in two. Come on, let me down for Christ's sake.’


But his tormentors are now enjoying themselves.


‘Go on, Jack. Fight it. You'll never make a mountaineer if you give in that easily.’


At this stage Jack is hanging unashamedly on the rope, having lost all contact with the rock, and is lowered to the ground. The next man quickly takes his place and starts up the crack, but because he has done the route many times before, climbs it quickly and easily. At Harrison's Rocks climbing becomes almost a spectator sport. People living in the area go there for their Sunday afternoon walk with the dog, and some of the climbers themselves rarely leave the ground, but prefer to drift from audience to audience, to watch their friends and to talk about climbing.


Cliff soon had me on the end of a rope and I had my first taste of climbing. When he had gone up the narrow little chimney he had chosen for my first climb, it had looked easy, almost effortless – he had seemed to coax his way up the rock, stepping and pulling with a controlled precision; but when I followed I started to fight it and soon exhausted myself to no real effect, for I could make no further upward progress and all my struggles seemed to jam me even more firmly in the crack.


‘Try to relax, Chris, you can't hurt yourself, you'll only come on to the rope,’ Cliff said quietly.


I began to think, to look around me, to try and find somewhere to put my feet, something to pull on, and suddenly it was no longer a struggle, but an absorbing exercise.


I reached the top of that first climb and we went on to more, sometimes using the rope and on the shorter routes doing without it. There were plenty of climbs I could not get up, plenty of times when I began to fight, only to end by hanging on the end of the rope, to be lowered to the ground. By the end of the day my fingers were like strips of limp rubber and opened out the moment I pulled up on them; every limb ached with weariness. But what a day! I felt a sympathy with the rock; I found that my body somehow slipped into balance naturally, without any conscious thought on my part. There was not much height to worry about, for the crag was only thirty feet, but what there was did not worry me; if anything, I found it stimulating. I knew that I had found a pursuit that I loved, that my body and my temperament seemed designed for it, and that I was happy.


Up to that time I had found no complete release in physical expression. Although I enjoyed rugger, I was always aware of my limitations, my instinctive fear of the ball, the slowness of my reactions. Even in the gymnasium, I was limited. I lacked the speed of reaction to control my limbs with quick precision and, perhaps as a result, I always experienced a quick jab of fear as I launched myself into a vault or handspring. This acted as a kind of brake, and I therefore often landed badly or ended the exercise in an uncontrolled tangle of arms and legs. But even on that first visit to the rocks, I experienced none of these limitations; I was conscious only of feelings of confidence and intense enjoyment that I had never experienced before.


On the way back to London, I asked Cliff once again, ‘Wouldn't you like to go climbing in Wales this Easter, just for a few days?’


He replied, ‘I wish I could, but I've got too much work to catch up on. I shall have a word with Tom Blackburn, though – I've done most of my climbing with him – he might take you.’


Cliff took me round to see Tom Blackburn that same week – I felt like an applicant for an important job, I was so anxious to make a good impression – and be invited to go climbing. Tom was a schoolmaster so he had a good holiday at Easter, but he was married and had three children. Nevertheless, he promised to spend a few days in Wales with me immediately after Easter, and at least to give me a grounding in climbing. I was delighted – it seemed almost too good to be true – that he, a complete stranger, should be prepared to saddle himself with a schoolboy and complete novice to climbing, especially after a term of teaching boys like myself.


I did very little work at school for the rest of that term, but spent my entire time dreaming of the hills. I had a few pounds saved up and went into Black's, a climbing shop in London, to buy my first pair of boots – a magnificent pair bristling with clinker nails and a good two sizes too big. Cliff had given me an old hemp rope that was so worn that it looked as if it had been used by the Victorian pioneers, and my final item of equipment was an old school waterproof that I had cut down to look like an anorak.


At last it was time to set out on my first real climbing holiday. I was to meet Tom Blackburn at a climber's hut in the Llanberis Valley of North Wales. I hitched up to Chester, and then along the coast to Caernarvon, ending with a long walk from Llanberis up the valley. As I walked up, I gazed around me excitedly and wondered which of the myriad of crags that bristled on either side of the road I should climb in the next three days, or whether they were climbable at all. The tops were all covered with snow, and this seemed to increase the scale of everything. I had asked the way to Ynys Etws, the climbing hut, in Nant Peris, and had been told that it was the last house up the valley. It was a long, low building of local stone, with just a few small windows. As I walked along the track towards it I felt shy, rather like a boy going to a new school. I wondered how many people I should find there, and what they would be like; I felt terribly conscious of my complete inexperience and hoped with all my heart that Tom Blackburn would already be there. But there was no sign of him – only a telegram with the brief message – ‘Children mumps hope arrive Thursday.’


The only other occupant of the hut was a man in his mid-twenties. He was sitting in the big kitchen-living-room in front of a roaring fire. He was obviously a full-blooded climber, having a look of quiet ownership in the hut as if he were permanently installed, and in his talk showed that he had an intimate knowledge of the area, which indeed he did, for Tony Moulam was one of the leading rock climbers of that period. I don't imagine he was particularly pleased to find himself suddenly landed with a young lad, who had never been climbing before, but he was very patient with me, especially in answering all my questions, most of which were very naïve.


I spent the next few days wandering the hills on my own. The weather was consistently bad and Moulam, in spite of my broad hints, preferred to sit in front of the fire rather than take a young novice out on to the crags. When Tom Blackburn finally arrived he did his duty manfully, taking me out every day. My first climb was Flake Crack on Dinas Bach, an undistinguished climb on a scruffy little crag, but to me it was the ultimate in excitement and difficulty.


When the weather began to improve Tony Moulam showed signs of emerging from his long hibernation; he offered to take us climbing. We started on Crackstone Rib, a route of very difficult standard, that was more steep and airy than anything I had been on up to that time. Having acquitted ourselves well on this, Tony decided to take us up a climb in the next standard, a severe. This route had a nondescript name – The Crevice – that gave little indication of what it had in store for us. The first pitch led easily to the foot of a deep-cut vertical corner, roofed by a big overhang, with a narrow chimney up its back. Tony went up first; he climbed with a slow precision, very much in keeping with his personality, resting for long periods, then trying a move, coming back down for another rest and then up again. I was most impressed by the way he safeguarded himself with cunningly contrived running belays, so that if he fell he could only have fallen a few feet. In the overhang his progress was still slower as he jammed his body into the crack and by sinuous wriggles eased his way up, but his progress was always positive and he seemed part of the rock.


Then it was Tom's turn to go up and the comparison between a really good climber on peak form and a lesser one immediately became apparent, for Tom had done little climbing in the last few years. Where Tony had seemed to slide up Tom fought and grunted, but with the help of a pull from the rope, he finally got up; and then came the moment of truth – it was my turn. I felt so alone on the end of the rope; the chimney loomed up above me, threatening and inhospitable. The rope at my waist came taut, pulled from above; a cry to come up sounded very far away, thinned and distorted by the wind, as I started worming my way up the chimney. At first it was not too difficult but soon the rock arched out over my head and I could find no holds to pull on. In my fear I jammed my body firmly in the inmost recesses of the chimney, but then, though I could certainly not slip down, I could make no upward progress. I started to fight the hard, unyielding rock, exhausted myself to no avail, edged my panting body up the chimney and out over the overhang, my feet kicking helplessly in space below me; the rope pulled at my waist, threatening to pull me in two. At last I was up, lying on a small ledge, completely exhausted, sobbing for breath. It was the only time I have ever been pulled up a climb and it was agonizingly uncomfortable, but it was also useful, for I had become overconfident even in my first few days of climbing, and this showed me all too clearly how much I had to learn.


That same afternoon, Tom Blackburn had to return to London, to cope with his mump-ridden family, so that evening I was left once more with Tony Moulam in the hut. I planned the next day to walk over to the Ogwen Valley, where there are many more easy climbs than in that of Llanberis and where I could hope to find other people of similar ability to myself.


That night, in front of the fire, I summoned up all my courage to ask Tony if there was any chance of joining the Climbers’ Club – it owned Ynys Etws and was one of the senior clubs in the country, having a long and distinguished history dating back to the last century. I wanted to stay in this warm and comfortable hut, and, much more important, to belong and feel part of the body of climbers. Tony must have been thoroughly embarrassed by my request – he talked about my youth, that I was too young anyway to be allowed into the club, and the fact that I had only just started to climb.


‘You know, Chris, there are a lot of lads, just like yourself, who start to climb with just as much enthusiasm. They're keen on it for two or three years and then they give it up and go on to something else. Whatever you think now, you might do the same. If you are still climbing in five years, that's when you should start thinking of joining the Climbers’ Club.’


I sat and listened in a state of dumb misery. It sounded like a sentence of eternal banishment.


A few years later Tony told me that at the time he thought I would either kill myself in the next few months or go on to do great things. I had plenty of narrow escapes during that period, but in many ways it was the best I ever had. Everything was strange and new, a constant process of discovery. My first v diff. lead, my first severe, the first trip to Scotland, the first iced gully on Tryfan, were all tremendous adventures that had a freshness one only seems to experience in one's teens.


A year after my first visit to the Llanberis valley, I returned with a friend of my own age, also still at school. We slept under a boulder below Dinas Mot and climbed with all the fanaticism of youth, doing at least three climbs each day; I always felt cheated if I got off the crags before dark and never dreamt of going drinking in the pub at nights. Apart from anything else we couldn't afford it. We slowly worked our way through the VS's in the Llanberis guide book and made our first timorous visit to the dark flanks of Cloggy – to us it was as frightening as the North Wall of the Eiger.


Climbing now completely filled my interest, not only when on the crags but back at home as well, where I read everything I could lay hands on. At the same time, I realised that I had to find a career, and was now entering my final school term with A Levels at the end of it. It had always been assumed that I should go to University, and I even had a place at University College, London. After that I was not at all sure what I should do, but took it for granted that I should have to find some kind of conventional occupation.


But I failed one of my A Levels – one that I had been convinced I could pass. I felt disillusioned, wanted to get away from home, and after another term at school decided to do my National Service. At least it meant I could spend a couple of weeks in Scotland climbing under winter conditions while I waited for my call-up papers.




CHAPTER TWO


Winter in Scotland


The lorry panted slowly up the hill leading to the Moor of Rannoch. My excitement had steadily increased ever since leaving the drab streets of Glasgow and Dumbarton, and making my way into the hills along the winding road beside Loch Lomond. I had been this way twice before but it had been summer; the road packed with cars; tourists everywhere, and though, at the time, the hills had excited me to a degree I thought could not be exceeded, now, with a covering of snow, they seemed so vast, so utterly remote that I knew I had never seen anything more beautiful.


Each bend in the road brought a new view, higher and wilder mountains, an ever increasing feeling of the unknown. As we reached the crest of the hills, Rannoch Moor stretched before us, the whiteness of the snow patterned with black waters and beyond it, rounded hills, untouched, pure and desolate. The road winds round the edge of the moor and one has the feeling that nobody ever ventures into its midst – it is so featureless – and this adds to its fascination, to make it, in a way, more exciting than the mountains, for one's eyes are drawn inevitably to their tops and one knows that many people have stood there, while on the moor there is nothing on which to focus the eye, no place to reach, just rolling, snow-covered peat hags and water.


We swept round a bend, and Buachaille Etive Mor came into sight, its shapely mass and steep flanks dominating the other hills. The road ran past its foot in a long, straight stretch, before dropping into Glencoe. This was my objective, for I had arranged to meet a friend at Lagangarbh, a climbing hut owned by the Scottish Mountaineering Club, that stands at the foot of the Buachaille. John Hammond arrived the following morning and we spent the next few days floundering in the deep powder snow that completely covered the hills. We saw no one else – it was mid-week – but one evening on our return to the hut we saw a light in the window. Three rough-looking climbers were sitting round the fire, drinking tea, our tea I noticed, for there was no sign of any of their belongings. They ignored us; continued talking quietly amongst themselves.


John tried to break the ice.


‘It's been a superb day, hasn't it?’


‘Aye.’


‘Have you done anything today?’


‘No. Only came up this afternoon.’


‘You're stopping here?’


‘No. We're in the bothy by the road. It's free.’


‘Haven't I seen you before?’ John asked the largest of the three, a wild-looking individual with straw-coloured hair, hollow cheeks and eyes that for ever peered into the distance. ‘Wasn't it in Chamonix last summer? You had your leg in plaster and your head was bandaged.’


‘Aye, that'd be me. I had a bit of trouble on the Charmoz. I was doing the traverse solo and abseiled from some old slings on the way down; the buggers broke on me and I fell about fifty feet. I was lucky to get away with it – landed on a ledge. But I only cracked my skull on that. We got pissed the same night and I tried to climb the Church Tower. The drain pipe came away when I was half-way up. That's where I broke my leg. What did you do last summer?’
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