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Rambling in Snowdonia

Margaret Clennett

"Are you going to the Lakes this weekend?" Val was on the phone. 
"Right. Do you fancy the Welsh Threes instead? The weather looks 
good."

Several of us had chatted about doing the Fourteen Peaks, usually 
as we squelched around the Glyders on a dull winter day. There had 
been talk of support parties, food and even boot dumps, strategically 
parked cars, and over these logistics the idea had foundered. Now 
our plans were simple - drive into the Carneddau, carry what we 
needed, and if we managed to finish, get picked up by Annabelle 
who would take us back to the car next day.

With three days to psyche myself up, I re-read Gill Nisbet's article 
in a previous PC journal about running the route solo. Gill was 
certainly motivational, but her achievement was awesome to me, 
being neither a runner nor anything like as fit. As my contribution to 
positive planning, I made a list of all the compass bearings we might 
need if the clag was down.

Around midnight on the Friday the sky was clear and starry. But 
in the early hours instead of a clear dawn a drizzly murk enveloped 
us. "We'll have to start, now we've actually got up at such an awful 
hour." After an hour on the hill we were looking for Foel Grach in 
thick mist and rain. Having to do navigation slowed everything 
down. We decided against a short cut to out to Yr Aran and back to 
Llewellyn - it would have been so easy to get lost and lose more time. 
The rain worsened. On top of Llewellyn I was glad of my over 
trousers; Val in just a cag was cold and miserable. We agreed to give 
up at Ogwen if the cloud was still down, and started working out 
options for getting back to the car. But on Daffyd there were 
clearings, and by the time we reached Pen Yr Olewen there was sun, 
and a fine view of the Glyders. No reprieve - we would have to 
continue.

W^ith some Hennelly variations from the Heather Terrace, we took 
1 hour 15 minutes from the A5 to the top of Tryfan. We didn't linger,
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LAKELAND PILGRIMAGE

but carried straight on down to the col below Bristly Ridge. I had 
been allowed a 5 minute rest half way up Tryfan and realised too late 
I'd forgotten to fill my water bottle. There were no more streams till 
after the Glyders. Ferreting in her sack for some food, Val suddenly 
fished out a garish can. "It's Red Bull. I bought it on impulse on the 
journey up. I'd forgotten all about it. Let's drink it now." Having had 
a sheltered life, I'd never heard of the stuff, but grateful for the liquid, 
slurped my share. It was rather like the Dandelion and Burdock of 
distant memory, but gone off. Whatever was in it, the effect was 
amazing. I flew up Bristly Ridge, and floated across to Glyder Fawr, 
when sadly my legs remembered they had been up since 5 am.

By now the time was 3.30 and it was another hour to Y Garn, 
including the knee wrecking descent down the atrocious scree. Val 
was keeping up the pressure: rests were short or non-existent, and 
the pace, although my speed not hers, was not allowed to waver. We 
didn't have a torch, the reasoning being that in mid June we didn't 
need one. 4.30 to the minute we were on Y Garn, aware that being 
torchless could be a mistake. "We could always miss out Elidir Fawr" 
said Val, but I disagreed. "I'd rather not finish, than get round 
without this one." We started the interminable flog up to the ridge 
with its false summits, and I arrived to find Val enthusiastically 
chatting up a solitary man. "This is Fred from my local club - he's 
agreed to lend us a torch."

For the first time ever I found the good track from the summit 
down the steep valley towards Nant Peris, but the descent was 
interminable. Would we have the time and motivation to flog up 
Snowdon? I didn't want to descend Crib Goch, tired, and in the dark 
- it was not the place for a slip. The prospect of ascending it via the 
North Ridge, with that long haul up Cwn Glas, was as daunting as 
the idea of climbing Everest in a day. We decided to cheat. If we 
could hitch to Pen y Pass before 7.00 we would go for it, otherwise 
abandon the attempt. At 6.40 we reached the road, which had a 
steady stream of traffic. A long five minutes followed, with nothing 
stopping. Then a small pottering car containing a retired couple on a 
country jaunt gently braked, and ten minutes later we started up the 
hill again.

A lone walker descended Crib Goch as we trudged up the steep 
west flank with the sun in our eyes. The weather still had a trick to 
play though. Cloud rolled in and turned the crags of Crib y Disgyl
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LAKELAND PILGRIMAGE

into a Gormengast of spires, with false promises of summits that 
were yet more buttresses and pinnacles. An interminable section 
indeed.

Snowdon summit in the gloaming was inhabited by a team of 
mountain bikers and one other 14-peaker. With relief and elation I 
excavated the mobile phone carried for the sole purpose of phoning 
Annabelle. The other Compleater, fitter and faster than us, had 
stopped for dinner at Nant Peris, and now he trotted easily down the 
railway track like a mountain goat. Val followed with a gait 
reminiscent of an elderly rheumatic sheep. I would have appreciated 
a Zimmer frame - or a helicopter.

The zigzags were unforgiving, the choss below cruel, but we 
reached the Miners Track just before we were seriously floundering 
in the dark. "Do you think Annabelle will bring a brew?" "Probably 
not - she doesn't drink tea." We separated, switched on the autopilot, 
and walked on in our separate worlds for an age. An animal, too 
animated for a sheep, loped out of the dark. A dog - Mojo - with 
Annabelle, and Bill not far behind. "Hi there - you chicos want a 
drink?" An elixir from heaven, not just tea, but china mugs to drink it 
from. Another fifteen minutes, and the ordeal was over.

28 miles, and 13,200 feet of ascent. Do it just the once - even if you 
aren't a runner and take as long as we did - around 17 hours. Just 
don't contemplate walking down stairs for a couple of days 
afterwards.
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A Memsahib in Sikkim

Helen Jones

I sat outside my tent luxuriating in the wonderful situation, and 
soaking up the early morning sun. There was a view to die for. Below 
me stretched the wooded valley we had walked up the day before, 
and ridge upon ridge of dark sub-tropical forest extending as far as 
the eye could see. In the opposite direction, a pine covered ridge rose 
steeply above the hamlet, with glimpses of tremendous snow-capped 
peaks beyond. Porters were already hurrying down the path, baskets 
on their backs. Smoke rose from the little houses, and in the still 
morning air, the faint sound of chanting and clashing cymbals could 
be heard coming from a tiny monastery further up the hill. On the 
edge of the plateau beside my tent, dzos grazed happily, their bells 
jangling as they moved, and a cuckoo sang from a thicket of 
rhododendrons. A misty-eyed old dog lay companionably at my side, 
waiting for the day's action. While I gazed around enraptured, an 
improvised table appeared before my eyes, and Rajen bustled over 
with the day's second kettleful of tea, (the first arrived at 5 am while I 
was still in my sleeping bag). A steaming bowl of delicately spiced 
porridge with cashew nuts and fruit, an omelette, toast, and honey 
swiftly followed, as if from nowhere. As an introduction to package 
holidays, and to service Sikkim style, this was quite acceptable!

The horrors of lugging around a hideously heavy rucsac are par 
for the course when trekking solo, and I was usually willing to trade 
this discomfort for the freedom of wild camping, and the peace and 
solitude to be found in high hills, far away from the madding crowd. 
So why join an organised group to travel on a much-frequented 
route? It was all down to my little weakness. I have a tendency to get 
side-tracked by any and every little plant I find, and whilst this 
tendency has been generously tolerated by a succession of trekking 
and climbing companions, I feel it is not really shared. One who 
suffered much at my hands wrote succinctly to an understanding 
friend: "I'm all flowered up". So, it was time to join a group of folk 
with similar tendencies on a dedicated flower-hunting trip.

I rather fancied China but eventually decided upon Sikkim, in 
north east India. I had never actually heard of the place, (should I
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A MEMSAHIB IN SIKKIM

admit to such ignorance?), but it sounded a bit Chinesey, was in the 
Himalaya, and, (most important), it was cheaper than neighbouring 
Bhutan. There were other bonuses too. A botanist would accompany 
the party, and the centrepiece of the holiday was a trek in the 
Kanchenjunga national park. I booked very early, and sat back - no 
more decisions to make or planning to do. A few weeks before 
departure however, having already embarked on the customary 
round of jabs, I learnt that no-one else had shown any interest in the 
holiday. It seemed clear that the whole thing would abort, and I was 
very disappointed. To my surprise, the company suggested that I 
might still go, accompanied only by the statutory local guide with 
two porters. This was not quite the scenario I had envisaged, but the 
new situation had a certain potential to be interesting. Little niggling 
doubts surfaced from time to time, mostly relating to the 
practicalities of being the only female in wholly unfamiliar territory, 
but I nevertheless accepted the offer.

At Bagdogra airport in West Bengal, I was met by a wizened little 
man with horrible stained teeth, and no English. Whilst I negotiated 
the control point, he collected my luggage and carried it outside. Was 
this to be my holiday companion for three weeks? Out in the 
sunshine, a smiling young man greeted me and introduced himself as 
my guide. Phew! Within five minutes, I knew we would get on fine. 
Old India hands might not have been so easily impressed by the 
scene which greeted me, but I was bowled over by the melee of 
rickshaws, painted lorries, cows and pedestrians, jeeps and bicycles, 
all mixed together on the deeply potholed road. On either side were 
tiny workshops of plaited bamboo, tinsmiths, carpenters, food-stalls, 
and everywhere there were flowers. There were flowering trees, 
vibrant coloured shrubs, and epiphytic orchids hanging from tree 
trunks and branches. I hadn't expected the orchids, and it was so 
exciting. We left the plains, and travelled up through wooded 
foothills, passing teak forests and tea plantations. There were bhoda 
trees of Buddha fame, and huge stands of bamboo on the steep 
hillsides. We took the scenic route, and made many stops to look at 
flowers. Bijoy, my guide insisted that he was not a botanist, but he 
was certainly a brilliant flower-spotter, and determined that I should 
miss nothing. It was quite hard work!

We reached a very foggy Darjeeling in late afternoon, and I found 
it surprisingly cold. Throughout Sikkim, and the foothills to the 
south, mist and cloud tends to bubble up around midday every day,
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A MEMSAHIB IN SIKKIM

throughout the month of May and into June, producing heavy cloud 
cover, with occasional showers, or prolonged afternoon downpours. 
The high rainfall in the region is of course one of the reasons for its 
terrific flora. Anyway, two whole days went by before I saw 
Kanchenjunga for the first time, far away near the Nepalese border. 
After a few days of "acclimatisation" in a very comfortable hotel, I 
braced myself for the rigours of life in the countryside, wondering 
how I would cope with rural travel and more especially the food (not 
to mention lavatorial arrangements). By this time, our little team had 
been joined by Michael, a local botanist, together with Bijoy and our 
driver, we set off on the exciting journey into Sikkim.

We took two days to reach the trail head at Yoksum, travelling 
through the countryside at a leisurely pace, stopping off frequently to 
look at flowers or views, or for me to take photographs. The scenery 
was stunning the whole way. Narrow roads wound around steep 
hillsides, through small villages, past tea plantations, and steep 
terraced hillsides planted with maize. We crossed wide river valleys, 
where women squatted, breaking stones for the road, or doing some 
washing. We passed gang after gang of road-menders. Smoking

Dawn light on Kanchenjunga
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A MEMSAHIB IN SIKKIM

pyres of wood and melting tar poured noxious fumes into the hot air, 
while men laboured to spread the dangerous stuff by hand - hot and 
gruelling work.

Whenever we came anywhere near a village, there were dozens of 
children walking miles along the dusty roads to and from school. 
They were all immaculately turned out in long sleeved white shirts 
with neatly fastened ties, the girls with pleated skirts, and the boys in 
long trousers. Socks were pulled up, and hair combed. Such is the 
legacy of British Rule! Some of the younger children called out 
excitedly when they saw me. It seemed like a shout of welcome, but 
they were actually after sweets. The smallest children looked just like 
little dolls, and somehow appeared more oriental than their parents. 
They were delightful. I hardly ever heard a child cry in Sikkim, and it 
was wonderful to see children running freely about without fear. One 
wet morning, I met a tiny girl walking to school carrying an 
umbrella. She was singing, a tune that I recognised: "...pidder 
padder raindrop, pidder padder raindrop...." As we passed each 
school we could hear children chanting. In one monastery classroom, 
we saw young monks sitting round the back of the room, intoning 
their various texts. At the front of the class, their elderly teacher also 
sat on the floor with his back against the wall, and his eyes tightly 
shut. He was fast asleep.

At last the moment had arrived to set off on trek. It was only at 
this point that I realised the full extent of my entourage. In addition 
to Bijoy, and Michael, there were two cooks, a cooks' assistant, a 
porter, three dzos (a cross between cow and yak) and a yak-boy, all to 
look after my needs! The first day's walk took us through steamy 
virgin forest, beneath immense trees. Lianas hung in curtains. 
Mosses, ferns and orchids sprouted from every tree. High above us in 
the canopy, were epiphytic shrubs whose presence we could only 
guess from the blossoms scattered at our feet. The forest floor was 
carpeted with green. There were familiar friends like begonias and 
impatiens, and other more exotic plants including members of the 
ginger family. As we climbed higher up the valley, the vegetation 
slowly changed, and the first rhododendrons trees made their 
appearance. Above Tsokha, a tiny hamlet where we spent our first 
night, the vegetation was a mixture of yew and rhododendron with 
few other shrubs, but higher still, we travelled through pure 
rhododendron forest. Here were strange contorted branches, and 
handsome peeling bark, bearing little resemblance to the neat
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A MEMSAHIB IN SIKKIM

floriferous bushes we are accustomed to see in our gardens. Higher 
still, at 13,000 feet or so, we emerged from the forest to magnificent 
views of the Himalaya, across hillsides covered with patches of low 
scrub.

Our progress was slow, to allow me to acclimatise a little before 
moving higher. All the time we were getting nearer to the mountains, 
and eventually, we came to a wide valley below the terminal 
moraines. There were yak herds here, and the dog set off in chase. 
The yak man was furious, and started chasing it through the herbage 
in his little yellow wellies, hurling stones towards it with tremendous 
force. The dog decided that discretion was the better part of valour, 
and came back to my side. This was most embarassing. It was 
nothing to do with me. The yak-man shouted excitedly, but I couldn't 
interpret any of his non-verbals, and could only shrug. Later, Bijoy 
told me that both dog and yak-man understand full well that western 
trekkers are kind to dogs. The poor man was himself embarassed by 
the situation, and wanted to explain to me that a stray dog had killed 
one of his yak-calves the previous week. We continued on up to a 
lake, hidden amongst the moraines. Here at 14,500 feet it was 
extremely bleak, and a search of the area revealed very few flowers. 
In order to see the alpines at their best, it is necessary to come during 
the monsoon, when the flowers are great and the weather awful. We 
found a few primulae, and the odd saxifrage, and the leaves of 
himalayan poppies a little lower down, but on the whole, the high 
mountains were less botanically rewarding than lower altitudes.

Sadly, the weather had changed, and whereas I had been rewarded 
with wonderful views at all the previous passes we had crossed, the 
cloud was now down, and it was raining. That night, I experienced 
some difficulties breathing, and slept very little. Bijoy insisted that I 
should not set my alarm. If there was a window in the weather he 
would wake me, so that we could go higher. We agreed to descend 
immediately to lower altitudes if the weather was no better. At 4.30, 
an hour later than expected, I got my morning call. The cloud was at 
last lifting a little, and the trip was on. Even after my wake-up tea, I 
was not in good shape. There was a glimmer of daylight when we 
left, and soon, the higher ridges began to catch the sun's rays. It was 
a strange, lunar landscape in places. The glaciers had receded leaving 
a flat area of sand in between moraine ridges. Then we crossed a lush 
green alpine meadow. The last few hundred metres involved a steep 
rocky path, still bearing a thin glaze of frost. Bijoy's new plastic shoes
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A MEMSAHIB IN SIKKIM

were not really suitable for these conditions, and he slipped a few 
times, but the dog followed me happily all the way to the col. Here, 
at 16,000 feet, the view was magnificent. Up ahead were the crests 
and ramparts of Kanchenjunga. The heights were so vast, that no 
previous experience enabled me to relate to the size, making it quite 
impossible to judge distances, although the mountain seemed very 
close. Below us, the narrow valley was already filling with a silvery 
blanket of cloud. We were just in time. For the first time on the trek, 
we had left everyone behind, and were alone on the mountain. It was 
magic.

Three days later, we made a delightful valley camp, high on the 
banks of a wide river. Although not part of the advertised itinerary, 
this period was one of the highlights of the whole trip. We stayed for 
two days among the maize fields, watching the butterflies, and 
kingfishers flying up and down the river. The lads bartered with a 
fisherman for my supper, and we went to the local market for more 
supplies. We made friends with the occupants of the nearby farm, 
and we spent hours idly watching each other. I sat alone on the river 
bank as dusk turned to night, and heard the slurp and splash of 
fishing activities a few feet away in the blackness, while the fireflies 
danced around the trees. I wanted to absorb the peace and beauty of 
that place into my being, so that it would be with me always.

I am planning to return to Sikkim next year, to get to know it a 
little better, and to explore a little further. The country is as yet very 
unspoilt, but although relatively few westerners come here, a large 
influx of Bengali tourists is beginning to leave its mark. There are 
restrictions on travel, and trekking can only be undertaken with a 
permit and accompanied by an Indian guide. So I shall be forced to 
take my retinue with me once again, and eat three exquisitely cooked 
meals every day, and be called madam, and have my bag carried for 
me. I'll probably even have to put up with tea in bed!
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Untrod Glaciers in the Apolobamba

Jo Newton

The fourteen-hour journey from La Paz to Pelechuco is not an 
enjoyable one at the best of times. Ours happened to be enlivened by 
burning barricades across the roads and a sixteen-hour delay as 
students, teachers and campasino peasants demonstrated against the 
proposed privatisation of the Bolivian education system. At least our 
wait was in a good cause. A football team of twenty-year olds formed 
a fifth of the passengers, got exceedingly drunk very quickly and 
insisted that we joined them in consuming large amounts of cane 
alcohol, guaranteed to send you blind. Neil and I prevaricated as 
much as possible but weren't wholly successful in avoiding their 
hospitality.

It was daylight as we drove through the Vicuna reserve to the 
north of La Paz, and herds of these graceful cream and tan creatures 
grazed by the roadside, lifting their heads to stare at us as the bus 
passed by. They are wild relatives of alpacas and llamas although 
they resemble gazelles rather than their cousin, the camel. Near the 
town of Ulla Ulla is an army camp where occasionally foreigners are 
required to register. Teenagers stood shuffling and looking very cold 
in their cotton camouflage clothing, wearing 'Nike' woolly hats and 
white trainers or canvas pumps. Political graffiti was everywhere and 
in particular MNR (one of the parties) was daubed over scores of 
rocks and house walls. Interestingly enough, the democratically- 
elected leader of the ADN (an opposing political party) Hugo Banzer 
Suarez, happened to be a military dictator in the bad old days of the 
1970's.

At the top of the Pelechuco Pass the bus driver's wife got out, 
sprinkled the tyres with alcohol and placed a handful of coco leaves 
by the stone cairns at the roadside to thank the mountain spirits for a 
safe journey and to request a safe descent. The hairpin bends took us 
down past an Incan cemetery (which we investigated before we left) 
and down to the mining village of Pelechuco. This is very different in 
character from the sparse and windswept altiplano villages with their 
huge, dusty squares and single-storey rows of mud-brick houses.
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UNTROD GLACIERS IN THE APOLOBAMBA

Pelechuco's square is cobbled and surrounded by shops with no 
windows but with their doorways crammed with goods. A cast-iron 
fountain stands in the middle of the square and supplements the 
water taps throughout the village. We met up with two friends, Mark 
and Geoff, and spent the night in the main hotel, run by the charming 
Renaldo and his wife Marina. The following day we took donkeys up 
to our base camp in the empty, rugged Macara valley. Our donkey- 
man was Marina's brother, Mario, who informed us on the walk-in 
that a donkey could be bought for USD100 each, a cow was worth 
USD150 and a good horse costs USD200.

We allowed ourselves a day of rest and acclimatisation and then 
climbed the mountain we could see from our tent door. It looked 
impressive before and during the climb, but when we reached the top 
we realised that it was a mere bump in the Asucarani Glacier, across 
which, we were told, the locals drove cattle. Thoroughly acclimatised 
now, we moved camp to the Colado Ingles by the glacier, and over 
the next few days we indulged in a frenzy of climbing. On Ascarani 
(5580m), I was near the summit when I paused to watch a condor 
wheeling in the air currents above me. I looked up at the condor and 
the condor swooped down to look at me; I heard the whisper of wind 
rushing through its wing feathers. And to prove that I wasn't rotting 
meat, I thought it best to start moving again.

The following day, Neil and I set off early to climb the ridge that 
bounds the Asucarani Glacier to the North: an East to West traverse 
of Sorrel Oeste (5641m). It was Sam and bitterly cold, but we had the 
joy of watching the sunrise from its grey beginning through crimson 
streaks to yellow globe. A short thigh-deep wallow led to better, 
steeper snow on the south face of the first, nameless mountain at the 
far end of the ridge. After that it was a glorious part-walk, part-climb, 
with superb views North into Peru, South towards the Cordillera 
Real and East over the cloud-covered Yungas valleys leading down 
into Amazon jungle. Our progress was slowed by continual shouts of 
"Just stop there a minute while I take a photo" and numerous 
chocolate stops to admire the scenery. We wandered off easily down a 
subsidiary ridge and were back at our tent a leisurely twelve hours 
later, having been blessed with clear skies all day for the only time 
that week.

A jaunt to the unnamed lump at the opposite end of the glacier 
came next, climbing as a three as Geoff was languishing in his tent
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UNTROD GLACIERS IN THE APOLOBAMBA

with La Paz flu. The snow during the trudge across the glacier was 
merely knee-deep in parts and so the walk was quicker than we'd 
expected. On the way back we were surprised to see a trail bisecting 
our morning's footprints: evidence of workers on their way to the 
Flor Nevada Co-operative gold mine, which at 5300m must be one of 
the highest communities in the world; their prints showed no trace of 
crampons. Throughout the day we were startled by dynamite 
explosions and I kept looking round for the rock-fall or avalanche. 
Cloud enveloped us just as we reached the summit ridge and robbed 
us of views down the Pelechuco valley, but the descent again was 
easy.

The four of us had almost run out of food. Geoff and Mark had 
half a packet of spaghetti between them and the following day went 
down to base camp for the rest of the grub. Neil and I lay in our tent 
staring at a tin of sardines and being polite over the three small fish. 
"After you". "No, no, after you". But we thought it would be a shame 
not to climb the remaining obvious line so the next morning, armed 
with 24 grams of chocolate each, we went up the West face of the 
quirky Mont Alba, a peak so rent by crevasses that it looks as though 
it's about to fall down. We thought it might be complex descending 
but luckily enough we could walk off the back. The once pristine 
surface of the glacier was by now blemished by our myriad trails. 
Back at the tent we packed up then walked out to Pelechuco (only 
seven hours away), fortified by some of the five tins of tuna which 
Mark and Geoff had left for us at base camp. We arrived back at the 
hotel at 9pm, very tired and very wet (it rained) and Renaldo, bless 
him, gave us some of the family's supper. I'd go back there any time.

FACT FILE

Two buses and at least one lorry leave for Pelechuco from the 
cemetery district in La Paz every Wednesday at around 7am. One bus 
returns on Friday evening and the other on Saturday afternoon. The 
journey is cramped, crowded and dusty and takes about fourteen 
hours. See Yossi Brain's "Bolivia - A Climbing Guide" for details. 
Tragically, Yossi was killed in an avalanche in the Apolobamba this 
year.
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UNTROD GLACIERS IN THE APOLOBAMBA

The best map generally available is Paul Hudson's sketch map, a 
photocopy of which is sold at the Club Andino Boliviano, Calle 
Mexico 1638, La Paz and is available at the Royal Geographical 
Society in London. An IGM map (H632 "Pelechuco" edition 1-NIMA) 
exists but is not sold by the IGM office as it's a sensitive area; a copy 
may be available from the American Embassy in La Paz.

We climbed the following mountains which may or may not have 
been climbed before (times are for tent to tent):

Asucarani Glacier peak (5350m) via S glacier and directly up rock to 
summit (1 pitch loose-ish VS), (D-). Descent via Colado Ingles (F). 7 
hours.

W face of Ascarani (5580m), 300 m , (D-), 55°. Descent via NW ridge 
(AD+). 7 hours. See Yossi Brain's guidebook for details.

E to W traverse of Sorel Oeste via "Janna"(5000+m), Solika (5635m), 
Qurae (5650m), Sorel Oeste (5641 m) and Manresa (5655m).(D-). 
Descent via obvious ridge ,(PD+). 12 hours. Heights are from sketch 
map and are probably incorrect.

"Manjanra"(5600+ m). Climb direct to high point on RHS of N face 
then along summit ridge (55°, D) Traverse ridge and descend down E 
end of N flank (PD).

W face of Mt Alba (5525m). Climb direct between serac patch and 
cliff to summit ridge (1 pitch 60°, superb neve, AD+). Descend round 
back and down NW ridge (PD) 3 hours.
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2001 A Holiday Odyssey
(Not much was done, but oh boy how we ate and drank)

Annabelle Barker

I blame it all on Cokie, because January in Zermatt was pretty good 
compared with what was to come. True the weather was not perfect but 
the complete package, that is the skiing, the scenery, and the price 
(because of a last minute booking), gave us an excellent chalet, with 
good food and an interesting array of companions for the week. People 
criticize modern day Zermatt for over commercialization, but once you 
leave the town the valley still has a magic all of its own, and the variety 
and situation of the skiing has ruined French purpose built resorts for 
me forever. For those like Val, who wanted night life, there seemed to be 
plenty judging by the lateness of the hour she staggered in. My apres ski 
was the usual bottle of Grouse and a bagful of novels. A word of advice, 
if you decide to go don't even contemplate buying anything, no matter 
how small, the prices for which Zermatt has a reputation are still 
outrageous.

Geneva airport 3.30am the security guards (armed of course) were 
amazed at the sight of three middle aged (sorry Cokie)women dossing 
on the floor. Such things just don't happen there. It was the word Depart 
repeated over and over again which roused me from my uneasy dozing. 
Rising like a small cobra spitting furiously our Suzie gave vent to her 
anger and informed the guards in no uncertain terms (fluent French of 
course) that we would depart when we were able to. Caps in hand and 
full of contrition the guards retreated in the face of this verbal barrage 
without firing a shot and we were allowed a few more hours peace.

We had been heavily Easy Jetted, the evening flight form Liverpool 
being delayed by several hours, and on arrival at Geneva in the early 
hours all the car hire desks were closed. Far too late to go looking for a 
hotel barked Suzie, and we all meekly obeyed. I have a theory about 
holidays that if they begin badly they tend to stay that way or get 
progressively worse.

The hire car had been booked via the net, so we did not have the 
necessary chit to present to the car hire rep. who alas had no record of 
our booking and worse had no car to offer us. Nor did any of the many
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2001 A HOLIDAY ODYSSEY

other car hire firms at the airport. Did we not realize there was an 
International Motor Show on in Geneva? There was nothing for it but a 
taxi, and we were soon heading for Le Bouet our base for the week. 
Unbeknown to me absolutely everyone goes skiing the first week in 
March, so as to avoid the French fortnight in February; skiers please take 
note of this.

On arrival in Argentiere we discovered to our horror that the Col de 
Montet was closed due to avalanche danger and we had to complete the 
final stage of our journey by train. Very little skiing was done that week 
as the weather was atrocious, gallons of wine were drunk over 
innumerable games of cards, and gossiping (no one was spared) which 
we all agreed could have been done around my kitchen table at a 
fraction of the cost. Bloody Cham. We should have known better!!!

Veteran ski tourers know that the secret is to travel light. I have never 
been touring with anyone who takes her pet cat with her. To confuse 
the issue the cat is called Crocodile, is a toy (large), and sits perched 
on the outside of its owner's rucksack. We were based in Pontresina, 
a good place for day tours, which don't involve staying in huts. None 
of us was particularly fit (the result of the foot and mouth epidemic) 
so it was great to get to the top of 3,000+ m peak on our first day out.

We had a mixed week learning new lessons all the while. The main 
one, painfully learnt is never follow the summer path up to the hut in 
winter. We had tried to do this, with the result of becoming hopelessly 
stuck under a wall of black cliffs. This coming after several hours of flog 
was a hard lesson to learn. We did get to the hut the next day via the 
winter route approaching it by a longish easy angled glacier, spending a 
couple of nights there with a good day out in between. The weather then 
changed for the worse and we headed back to the valley. We had been 
going for about two and a half hours, and I was in my usual position 
well behind at the back when to my amazement this dog trotted past. It 
was a husky which seemed appropriate, but it seemed to be alone in the 
middle of nowhere miles from any habitation. Later on we came across 
its owner who seemed to lose it every half hour. We were very surprised 
to see it at the end of the day stretched out on the floor of a bar 
absolutely exhausted. It was a good day out and so the short trip ended 
on a high.
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2001 A HOLIDAY ODYSSEY

Even Mediterranean plants need water and I now know why the 
Maquis in Corsica is so extensive. I had visited the island a few years 
earlier to do the GR 20, one of the wettest trips of all time so you can't 
say I hadn't been warned as to what it can be like, but this was May. 
Cokie and Suzie had driven out for an extensive stay, and Sal and I flew 
out to join them for a ten day spell dreaming of long routes on sun 
baked mountain ridges. We hardly saw the hills behind the pall of cloud 
accompanied by drizzle and often worse, and had to content ourselves 
on short bolted routes at the Col de Bavella, not Barker territory at all. 
The wine in Corsica is not good but quantity made up for quality, and 
Sal and I did some extensive research into the restaurant scene with 
some very interesting experiences gained. The day we left of course the 
weather was beautiful.

I have gone off Corsica!

The standing stones at Callanish on the Isle of Lewis have a special 
significance at the Summer Solstice which explains why several 
American women in the most bizarre outfits were seen hugging and 
kissing the stones in a howling gale and torrential rain on the 21 st of 
June. Just one of the sights included in those Highland holidays 
known as Foster Tours. The Foster in question had invited me to join 
her on a Hebridean beach holiday, not the sun beds and Pina Colada 
variety, but long walks along the most amazing beaches I have ever 
seen, although moving was difficult dressed in every warm article of 
clothing I possessed. We stayed at Independent Hostels which are 
brilliant. The word hostel usually induces a shudder of horror in me 
as they are usually peopled by keen types to which one has to hob 
knob. These were different, relatively unpeopled, and when they 
were it was an eclectic mix quite tolerable, and some unforgettable. 
Maureen is going back to see if she can find one of the latter!

There are several interesting things to do on the islands; art galleries 
and potteries to visit, fascinating bird life, excellent climbing, and 
mountains. The one we had intended to climb was not visible on the day 
in question, it would have been an act of madness to try and find it so 
we went otter hunting instead but we didn't see one of those either.
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2001 A HOLIDAY ODYSSEY

Cokie came to Pakistan with Margaret and I, and for the first time 
ever we came home early because of bad weather. We had gone to a 
relatively unknown valley just off the Chomolungha glacier. The trip 
started badly for me and you know what that means. I had picked up 
a cold from my grand daughter on one of my frequent visits to 
Sheffield, and by the time we left Skardu I had the sore throat to end 
all sore throats. On the second day of the walk in feeling like hell on 
earth I asked a porter for one of my bags so that I could access some 
antibiotics and retreat into my sleeping bag. He seemed a bit shifty as 
he brought my bag over and rushed off immediately, on opening the 
bag I saw why. Whereas in the morning there were two plastic boots 
carefully placed near the top of the bag there now was only one. After 
a few questions as to the whereabouts of the second I was calmly 
informed that it had fallen into the river at the mouth of the glacier 
when we crossed over. Throwing a wobbler was not profitable under 
the circumstances, but I must admit a few tears were shed. There I 
was feeling like death with only a pair of sandals and an ancient pair 
of holey smooth soled clapped out approach shoes to do the "Girls 
Hit the Unclimbed Peaks bit".

I need not have worried, the weather was abysmal and our training 
peak which was a rather beautiful 5000+m rocky affair at first recce was 
plastered with snow when we came to do it on one of the few fine days, 
in fact probably the only fine day. It proved to be technically much 
harder than our normal snow plods, and fools that we were did not take 
a rope or axes and crampons, or indeed any of the sensible things one 
takes on such a venture. The scare factor was pretty high particularly for 
the person wearing holey approach shoes. "It will be fine." was Cokie's 
opinion and indeed it was, except we were somewhat miffed to find an 
enormous cairn on top probably built by one of the many crystal hunters 
who proliferate the area.

Sadly this was our only venture as the weather stayed wet, and we 
pulled out early.

Then there was Provence in September. "I knew you were coming", 
was the greeting from my friend when we arrived "it hasn't rained 
since 21 July", this was the end of September! We were on a return 
visit to Sablet, near the Dentelles de Mormaillon and were staying in 
a beautifully restored and appointed old farmhouse set in vineyards

THE PINNACLE CLUB JOURNAL 2000-2002 21

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved



2001 A HOLIDAY ODYSSEY

with 41 Caves de Degustation within 5km. Six of us had been the 
year before. This year we were 10, a motley crew of climbers, 
walkers, cyclists and dossers. I have come under a great deal of 
criticism over the team selection but the main criteria were a 
gourmandish interest in food and wine. The first week was colcl and 
at times dampish but forays were made to the usual bolted crags in 
the area by the keenies, and everyone ate and drank to excess. At the 
end of it on a freezing cold and extremely wet day six people left and 
the remainder of us moved to an equally delightful but very different 
Gite, cheaper and much simpler set in the hills and vineyards 
between Gigondas and Vacqueras. The weather improved and a jolly 
time was had. The souvenirs were somewhat different to the norm 
and one rather foolish person bought a metal standard lamp, and 
then realized she had to get it home on the plane. I saw it recently at 
her new house near Hereford, and very nice it looked too.

Finally to complete this sequence of wet trips was the Bothy meet. I 
had never been on a Bothy meet before, having a pathological hatred 
of cold wet places epitomized by Bothies. This year it was to be 
different. The meet leader was Sal who very much enjoys her creature 
comforts . The base was again a beautifully appointed house but in 
Knoydart at the village of Inverie. It was approached by boat from 
Mallaig, The sight of 11 women carrying gear for the w.e. was more 
than impressive. A painful price was paid for the comfort of an Aga, 
warm baths, superbly stocked kitchen, books, C.D. player, T.V. and 
this was the 11 mile approach to Meall Bhuide in rain, wind and clag 
the next day. But it was one of Sal's last remaining Munros and had 
to be ticked. We summited (as the saying goes) at 2pm in the gloom 
of a late November afternoon, whereupon Dee in usual Tigger like 
mode strode off to another hill. She seemed amazed that no one 
wanted to accompany her. We were in the pub bathed, warm, eating 
locally caught scallops, and drinking wine when she arrived back!

The next day we did a long coastal walk with plenty of wildlife 
interest and good company, returning to the bothy for more good food 
and wine provided by us all.

Bothy meets like these I like.

This year I'm staying at home, Wales is as good as anywhere at 
providing inches of rain at a time. So why stray from my own door?
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Summer shower

Yvonne Colwell

An afternoon downpour cut short our stolen day 
In a dash for shelter 
From the chilling drench.

Cares, airs and graces washed away in a moment
Of recognition
Of who we really are.

Hours of pleasure chanced under heavy skies 
On the cliff's unforgiving edges 
Clasped in the softness of our hands.

Our parting like our greeting, generous with affection 
We hugged like distant sisters 
With the regret of good times over.
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Climbing and trekking in Russia 
Summer 1996

Pamela Holt

At first I thought some one was out hunting chamois, but then the 
second time I heard shots ring out, several soldiers suddenly 
materialized as well, baring our progress across the bouldery 
moraine. Misha produced our permit, the Lieutenant hunched over it 
using his trenchcoat to shield off the rain." Go home, your map is 
wrong!" Our hearts sank, standing shivering and soaking wet, cold, 
hungry and within ten minutes of base camp - this was the last straw. 
With the Georgian border only a stone's throw away, no amount of 
persuasion was going to change his mind. A kalashnikof was waved 
with menace, we got the message and reluctantly retraced our steps. 
As we scrambled across the slope to head off the rest of our group, a 
second ambush materialized from the ruins of an old mountain hut, 
and challenged our friends. Meanwhile Phil had carried on up the 
track only to receive a warning shot over his head and an armed 
escort returning him to our dejected huddle. It seemed that the hours 
spent that morning gaining the permit were all to no avail as we were 
physically escorted off the mountain with an armed guard fore and 
aft, arriving in the village at 8pm.

The next day dawned bright and sunny much to our disgust as we 
kicked our heels back in the Naksan valley. This was a good start to 
climbing in the Caucasus. However we did receive an official 
apology later, along the lines of a breakdown in communications or 
the right hand not knowing what the left hand was doing; but by 
then we decided to try a different valley! I spent four weeks in Russia 
with ten members of the Alpine Club flying out via Moscow and 
returning via St. Petersburg, a truly beautiful city, spoilt only by my 
being sick on the plane for the entire journey home. It's the first time 
I've arrived at Heathrow in a wheelchair (still some folk will do 
anything to jump the queue!) A couple of chaps were keen to do a 
four day trek so I joined them to get fit for Mount Elbrus, my 
objective at the end of the second week.

At last the weather seemed to pick up as we set off across fields in 
blazing sunshine, grateful for the cool shade of the pine forest above.
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CLIMBING AND TREKKING IN RUSSIA

The alpine flowers on the first day were amazing with enormous 
blossoms and brilliant colours or primulas growing happily in the 
glacial streams or popping out among the rocks.The first night's 
camp was by the milky green glacial Syltran lake nestling in splendid 
isolation between the snow covered rocky peaks. Our next night was 
a grassy spot below a glacier prior to crossing the Irik pass of 3550m.

The author trekking to get fit for attempt on Mount Elbrus 5633m in 
background.
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CLIMBING AND TREKKING IN RUSSIA

Unfortunately our early start and fine view did not materialize as we 
endured a night of torrential rain and deafening thunder. By 10pm 
we finally set off, albeit in dense mist and drizzle, necessitating a 
compass bearing to ensure the correct line over the crevassed pass. 
By late afternoon we caught a tantalizing glimpse of a green valley 
and Elbrus, only to be swallowed up in the mist as we wearily 
plodded along the winding track surprised by tiny weasel-like 
creatures known as "souslik". As we prepared the last evening meal 
and dried our sodden clothing, a dashing young horseman reined in 
and chatted to Misha our camp guardian, evoking memories of 
Kossacks.

26

The aluminium clad Print hut on slopes of Mount Elbrus at 4200m.

The next morning was fine and sunny as we wound our way 
across grassy valley slopes or beneath eroded tottering towers of soil 
and pebbles to regain the Baksan valley. That night I quickly 
repacked for Elbrus, departing at 6.30am the following morning. 
After nine and a half hours walking along a rough track, scrambling 
over boulders where the path disappeared beneath rock falls, passing 
deserted remains of refuges and negotiating unmarked glaciers I
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CLIMBING AND TREKKING IN RUSSIA

arrived at the Priut hut perched on rocks at 4200m beneath Mt. 
Elbrus. After the solitude of the former traditional route to the 
highest mountain in Europe, it jarred to find myriads of people 
arriving by cable car or horror of horror - step out of a snow cat right 
at the hut entrance! The hut itself is an unusual building looking 
more like a space ship being entirely covered with aluminium 
sheeting. Much to my surprise it is well insulated, has several floors

The author on the steps of Priut hut with a French mountaineer!

and many individual rooms each equipped with beds and blankets. 
Many huts in the Caucasus are now in a poor state of repair, making 
my two nights stay in a twin bedded room with a double glazed view 
of the twin peaks of the highest mountain in Europe quite luxurious. 
A self cookers kitchen and pleasant dining room gave panoramic 
views over 180 degrees.
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CLIMBING AND TREKKING IN RUSSIA

The following day saw everyone getting away early, unfortunately 
I was unable to hold my cup of tea down and by the time I'd 
managed some porridge I was then the last out of the hut. Still it was 
good to plod alone, up the crisp snowy slope in the cold night air 
slowly gaining height. The wind was bitter despite being well 
wrapped up. As the snow leveled out at the col the cloud descended 
and the snow started. I huddled in the remains of a hut struggling 
into over trousers as the wind increased. Two other mountaineers 
tried to shelter and one introduced himself as Martin a Polish 
student. The snow continued while we talked, his mate disappeared 
and an Alpine Club member materialized out of the mist. Fergus was 
on his way down from the summit, the snow had stopped and I was 
not to be outdone by one who had traveled by taxi to the cable car 
AND was taking Diamox! As I set off Martin asked if he could 
accompany me as he had no map or compass, so together we puffed 
and panted up the steep side of the West Peak to arrive at the summit 
5633m. The photos we took could have been on Kinder Scout, the sun 
only appearing when I was halfway down! By this time the snow was 
quite soft making a tiring return and welcome lie down. Next day I 
took the cable car down but walked back to our base in the valley, 
where I shared shasliks or Kebabs with other holidaying Russians.

The last two weeks were spent in the Bezingi valley rarely visited 
by British climbers. We spent the first night at the Russian Alpine 
Camp reached by four wheel drive via a military checkpoint. Sited 
between the mighty Bezingi glacier and Mishirgi glacier the whole 
area is outstandingly beautiful and unspoiled with many peaks over 
5000m. The weather still seemed unsettled as we pitched tents at the 
Misses Kosh, a luxuriant meadow used by Sir John Hunt and Chris 
Brasher of the British Caucasus Expedition 1958, the second British 
team to climb in Russia since the Revolution. The steep eroding 
moraine made this a strenuous camp to access every time sorties 
were made to surrounding peaks, living evidence of retreating 
glaciers. The gentians were stunning and ibex curious in this idyllic 
setting. Various teams attempted peaks from the Bezingii glacier with 
Lyalver 4350m receiving 8 ascents over 2 days. This is a mixed route 
of snow and rocky crest necessitating two nights bivvying at the Kell 
pass at 3600m. The weather broke on the walk back to the tents.

My last peak in this valley was first climbed last century by 
Douglas Freshfield, a rocky peak of 4050m above the primitive 
Austrian Bivouac hut. A storm developed that night with fresh snow,
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CLIMBING AND TREKKING IN RUSSIA

turning to rain by morning when we walked down to the Misses 
Kosh. From here heavily laden it was a thoroughly miserable and 
awkward trudge on shifting moraine to arrive back at the relative 
comfort of the Alpine camp with its hot showers and dining room. 
Only a few days remained as we dried out our wet kit and hurried 
plans were made to climb on Ulla Auz Bashi. I opted for a solo trip 
along the side of Mishirgi glacier carrying tent and food for 3 nights. 
Toiling up a steep side valley I was surprised to discover quite a large 
empty hut at 3200m. As it was built in 1981 surprisingly the guide 
book made no reference to it, one of several omissions or 
inaccuracies. The following day I set off early from my tent to make a 
traverse of Ukiu by a couloir to the south, descending via the south 
east ridge on granite not unlike Commando Ridge. I took many 
photos from the 4330m summit in the hot sun. At last the weather 
had settled down now it was time to return!
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The Bothy evening that wasn't
Report on The Gaffney Sisters Annual Bothy Meet 1999

Dee (Dairena) Gaffney

I could see the newspaper headlines 

"3 Irish sisters frozen to death in Scottish Highlands"

The article is illustrated with a photograph of each of the 3 grieving 
spouses. Roger (looking exasperated), Bertrand (looking hungry 
because as yet he has failed to understand the functioning of the 
microwave oven) and Mircea (looking bewildered, surrounded by a 
medley of children and dogs).

"Police were alerted by an abandoned vehicle at lay-by 76 on the 
A9, south of Drumochtar. A note on the windscreen suggested the 
occupants had attempted to find Dunish Bothy, on the right-of-way 
to Kinloch Rannoch. Mountain rescue teams were mobilised at first 
light and had to battle on foot with the inhospitable conditions, as the 
weather was too windy to use the waiting helicopter at RAF 
Leuchers. The bodies were found about 1 mile from the shelter, on 
the wrong side of a sizeable river. Ignoring advice from police and 
weathermen this ill-equipped group had set out, in heavy snow and 
foul weather, from Dalnaspidal Lodge down the shores of Loch Carry 
where they were overcome by exhaustion and hypothermia."

The article continues: "Their mother, Mrs Lucie Gaffney of Dublin 
4, (age 75) is quoted as saying "What irresponsible, selfish girls. Not a 
thought for the poor mountain rescue who had to risk their own lives 
looking for them. They should have been at home cooking nice meals 
for their husbands and families. And what about the 6 orphaned 
children? I bet that Dairena one put them up to it.""

Actually, it wasn't that bad. It even started well as Clare, Elizabeth 
and I drove from Glasgow in crisp and beautiful weather with lots of 
fresh snow. Many side roads looked treacherous, hence the decision 
to leave the car on the A9 and to walk the half-mile north to 
Dalnaspidal Lodge turn-off. That part of the walk was grim with 
huge lorries spraying us with snow and the hills creating a wind
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tunnel. Elizabeth was concentrating so hard she failed to see the turn- 
off and trudged on, head down, and would have continued to the 
North Pole had I not run after her. By Loch Carry it was calmer and 
we were able to peel back our cagoule hoods and could communicate 
without shouting in each other's ears. It became increasingly 
beautiful and peaceful with the black loch reflecting the orange 
clouds rimmed by the white snow. Walking was slow but steady, and 
I estimated we would reach the bothy around 5pm. As I had been 
there on a reconnoitring walk earlier in the year, I knew the building 
was easy to find from the broad path. In any case we were following 
ski-du-fond tracks so we were resigned to not having the bothy to 
ourselves but hoped the earlier arrivals would have a fire lit and a 
welcoming candle in the window.

Even as it got dark I felt no cause for concern as visibility remained 
excellent. But after the last pumping station conditions suddenly 
deteriorated and we were battling through thigh deep snow. After 
travelling a mere several hundred metres in over an hour I suggested 
turning back. But everyone was tired and as the car was seven 
kilometres in one direction with the bothy a tempting one kilometre 
in the other direction, not surprisingly a consensus decision was 
made to continue. Initially the sky was clear and I even saw the 
northern lights but with alarming speed the stars began to disappear. 
At this point Clare discovered that her head torch battery was flat 
and Elizabeth's tended to flash on and off in a disconcerting fashion. 
It was difficult to estimate distance as our pace was so slow. At times 
we were up to our waists in apparently bottomless snow. 
Navigational clues to our exact location consisted of falling into one 
river (we all got wet feet) and having our route blocked by another. 
But this was good news because now I knew exactly where we were 
and the bridge was marked upstream on an obvious bend in the 
river. We wallowed towards it as more snow began to fall. With my 
head torch I saw it, exactly where I remembered it and . . . then it 
disappeared. Honestly, it was there -1 really saw it. This trick of the 
light caused me immediate dejection and an increasing sense of 
panic. Here I was, four exhausting hours from the road, in the dark, 
in bad weather which was getting worse, with two completely 
inexperienced walkers who had sufficient faith in my ability to 
provide a comfortable night that they were laughing and joking 
despite their wet feet. My Mother's disapproval and the newspaper 
headlines swam in front of me.
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We struggled upstream with every footstep falling through snow 
into wet bog. I made a conscious decision not to look at my watch 
again as the late time would only worry me, and in any case time had 
become irrelevant as regards distance covered or indeed distance 
from warmth and safety. With difficulty I persuaded Clare, (who did 
not want to let me out of her sight) to let me rush on ahead just to 
make absolutely sure whether the bridge was there. "Rush" is a 
relative term here but I managed to travel slightly more quickly than 
the three of us together. But no bridge. I sounded the retreat.

It was a long haul to get back to the car. The temperature had risen 
above freezing so although we were following our own tracks we 
sank at least as deeply with every footstep as we had on the way in. 
Frequently, I exchanged the tolerably cold water in my boots for a 
fresh batch of truly icy stuff. Altogether it was like fighting a way 
through wet concrete. We accumulated grapefruit sized balls of dirty 
snow on any laces or gaiter straps and these pompoms were irritating 
and heavy. But there were consolations. The glow of a head-torch 
shining through foot prints in the snow is a ghostly and beautiful 
sight, the supermarket berry pie we ate at a quick re-fuelling stop 
tasted like the best of cordon bleu cooking and I wouldn't have 
exchanged the mouthful of stream water for the most costly of 
vintage champagnes.

With only a mile or two to go, I realised we were not going to die. 
Indeed, I felt quite cheerful until the ghouls of my imagination 
bubbled up again. What if our car wouldn't start? Or worse, what if it 
had been flattened by a skidding truck or towed away by an officious 
policeman? It was a great relief to see an intact vehicle waiting 
patiently in the lay-by. But it had a little joke at our expense. The 
central locking had siezed up so we had to scramble in through the 
boot and over the seats to get the engine running.

Dehydrated, we stopped at Sam at Perth all-night garage for Irn- 
bru and Fanta. I know this garage well in its day-time role as a filling 
station when it sells petrol and has a small snack bar. I was mentally 
unprepared for its transformation into a main Perth Saturday Night 
Spot. Dozens of parked cars outside had couples happily steaming 
up the windows, and inside, individuals in town clothes were 
bopping to piped music, eating hot-dogs and drinking out of 
cardboard cups. I crawled out of the car, suddenly realising how stiff 
I was, and shambled, unable to straighten properly, towards the
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entrance. A young leather-clad man carrying three hot-dogs appeared 
at the automatic door, suddenly stared accusingly at me and 
demanded to know "Why do you look so happy". I gave the obvious 
answer "I'm alive/'. He looked puzzled. He stared at me, stared at 
the food in his hand , then stared at the door and at the night 
surrounding us. "So am I" he replied - almost as a question. Then 
even more puzzled, with an air of someone who seriously feels he 
has missed the point, he continued "I think.." and wandered off into 
the night.

Acknowledgements: to Elizabeth and Clare for determination and 
reserves of energy and enthusiasm beyond all expectations. Also, for 
their optimism and good humour, and mostly for their promise to 
come again next year.
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Climbing the Corbetts

Gill Nisbet

So, you've completed the Munros, maybe the Tops as well, perhaps 
even the Furths, so what do you do next? Some will go on to do 
another round of Munros, but many will start climbing Corbetts.

Corbetts are Scottish hills between 2500ft (762m) and 3000ft 
(914.4m), but unlike Munros they must also have a drop of 500ft 
(152.4m) between them and any adjacent higher hill. As well as 
reducing the possible number of Corbetts this ensures that they are 
all distinct hills and usually excellent viewpoints. There are 220 
Corbetts, first listed by John Rooke Corbett an SMC member between 
the two world wars. Because of the relative separateness of Corbetts 
it is often not possible to climb more than one or two hills together, 
which makes climbing them all a similar sized undertaking to 
climbing the Munros. However climbing the Corbetts is perhaps a 
more difficult task due to the fact that they are widely spread across 
Scotland, from Galloway and the borders, to the far north and the 
islands off the west coast. They are also to be found in some of the 
more inaccessible areas of Scotland such as the rough bounds of 
Knoydart, the wilds of Ardnamurchan and the wilderness of 
Letterewe and Fisherfield. So despite being lower than Munros, the 
Corbetts should not be seen as lesser or easier hills, on the contrary 
with their remoteness, isolation and a general lack of paths, they are 
probably a tougher proposition.

So what are the joys of climbing Corbetts? What is it about these 
hills that makes climbing them such an enjoyable and satisfying 
challenge? For me the pleasure of the Corbetts has a lot to do with the 
fact that many of them are much less popular than the Munros and it 
is possible to have a real wilderness experience, miles from any road 
or habitation, without seeing another person. Because they are not 
climbed very often, the more remote hills have no paths which gives 
the feeling of real exploration, although it is sometimes quite 
reassuring to come across an old boot print! Of course this makes 
them quite hard work and you don't have to mind ploughing 
through deep heather or bracken, or clambering over boulder-fields
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to gain your objective. Some of the more remote hills, especially those 
in the middle of a large expanse of undulating moorland, might be 
considered dull, boring hills by some, but this remoteness can be an 
attraction in itself. I remember one crisp winter's day, when the bogs 
were frozen solid, climbing Cam na Saobhaidhe in the northern part 
of the Monadhliath. After driving up Strath Dearn to the end of the 
public road, I cycled another 7 kms up the glen and then began 
walking westwards towards my objective. Even though it was a clear 
day I had to keep a careful eye on the map to make sure I was 
heading for the correct hill which is no more than a bump on the 
moorland plateau. As I got higher, I found the peat hags filled with 
hard frozen snow which made the going easy and it was a delight to 
be alone in such a wild place.

Beinn a'Chaisgein Mor is another of the more inaccessible 
Corbetts, in the heart of the very beautiful wilderness between the 
Letterewe and Fisherfield forests. Its closest neighbour A'Mhaighean 
is arguably the most remote Munro. The barn at Carnmore, situated 
at the south foot of the hill makes a convenient (though very basic) 
place to stay the night, although an 8 mile walk from Poolewe. While 
there I suggest you try and climb the other Corbetts, Beinn Lair and 
Beinn Airigh Charr, unless you fancy making a return visit to this 
lovely wild area. An alternative approach is by mountain bike up the 
valley of the River Gruinard. This makes it possible to climb the hill 
in a day from the road and also takes you into the heart of a little- 
frequented wilderness. A mountain bike is extremely useful for 
gaining rapid access to some of the more remote hills, allowing them 
to be climbed in a day without the need for an overnight stay. There 
is nothing better at the end of a long day than an effortless free-wheel 
back down the track instead of a tedious plod!

Another way to approach Corbetts is on ski. This makes some of 
the less exciting hills much more interesting and they are well suited 
to this method of ascent (and descent). Because they are lower than 
Munros, snow conditions are less reliable and some thought has to be 
applied to work out where the snow is likely to be lying and whether 
a certain approach is going to be feasible. For instance Geal Carn Mor 
in the Monadhliath above Aviemore, opposite the Cairngorms, tends 
to hold snow which has fallen from the west or NW and there is 
sometimes good snow cover here when the slopes of Cairngorm have 
blown clear. I have had many good days ski-touring up here in the
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sunshine while Cairngorm has been under a blanket of cloud.

Enough of remoteness and inaccessibility, which is the easiest 
Corbett? Perhaps fortunately, not all Corbetts are as inaccessible as 
Beinn a'Chaisgein Mor. Some are close to a centre of population, with 
easy road access and can be climbed by good paths, making for an 
easy short day out. Ben Vrackie above Pitlochry is such a hill, with a 
veritable motorway up it! Ben Ledi in the Trossachs and the 
impressive Beinn an Lochain in Arrochar also make good Sunday 
afternoon walks, but don't expect to have these hills to yourself! Also 
in the Arrochar Alps, one of the most popular and accessible Corbetts 
is also one of the most spectacular and well-known - The Cobbler. 
The route up from Loch Long is a well trodden path, but this doesn't 
detract from the spectacular scenery and views. The short scramble to 
the true summit on the Central peak also makes this one of the more 
difficult Corbetts.

Special mention should be made of the island Corbetts which have 
unique pleasures due to their close proximity to the sea and their 
comparative difficulty of access. There is something magical about 
going somewhere which can only be reached by boat. This doesn't 
apply to Skye anymore and the Corbetts here are perhaps 
overshadowed by their grander neighbours. But a wet and windy 
day with poor visibility on Belig and Garbh-bheinn showed me that 
route-finding is just as demanding as on the higher hills! More 
Corbetts are to be found on the islands of Arran, Jura, Mull, Rum, 
and Harris. The Arran hills are probably the best known, with many 
people taking the well-made path up Goat Fell from near Brodick. 
The traverse of the central ridge of Arran is a very fine 
mountaineering route of the highest quality. The three Corbetts of 
Beinn Tarsuinn, Cir Mhor and Caisteal Abhail together with Beinn 
Nuis, the connecting ridge of A'Chir and the Witches step make a 
superb expedition and well worth a visit to Arran. Similar in nature, 
but less difficult is the traverse of the Rum Cuillin. Only two of the 
five peaks are Corbetts: Askival and Ainshval, but together with 
Hallival, Trallval and Sgurr nan Gillean, make an extremely fine day 
out. If you are there in late spring you may be lucky enough to see 
the internationally important population of Manx Shearwaters 
nesting in burrows close to the summits of the mountains - but only if 
you're up there at dusk! 60,000 pairs nest here which is 20% of the 
world population and it's amazing to think that when you're up on 
those hills there are thousands of birds sitting quietly in burrows
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beneath your feet waiting patiently for their partners to return with 
food as night falls!

So which is my favourite Corbett? It is difficult to pick one hill out 
of so many which are attractive for different reasons, whether it is 
their remoteness, the beauty of the views from the summit or their 
shapeliness. But my favourite area is probably the far north, the 
barren, rocky hills of Assynt and Sutherland, north of Ullapool. This 
is where Corbetts really come into their own. There are few Munros 
but many impressive looking hills which rise steeply out of the 
treeless moorland. Combined with the many lochs and the proximity 
to the coast, this area has a unique beauty. There are also some very 
fine hills which don't achieve the status of Corbetts such as Stac 
Pollaidh and Ben More Coigach. I've had some wonderful days up 
here, most notably a very fine day on the tops of Quinag with its 
impressive sandstone buttresses and quartzite summits with lovely 
views out to sea; and a very long, hard but immensely satisfying day 
climbing Arkle and Foinaven, those hills farther north which have 
given their names to race-horses and oil-fields! The main ridge of 
Foinaven is exceptionally fine with its many tops, rocky sections, 
narrow in places but with no real difficulty.

But the day which stands out in my memory as one of the best 
hill days I've ever had was on Glas Bheinn and across to the Munros 
of Conival and Ben More Assynt. From Inchnadamph a delightful 
stalker's path heads easily northwards past Loch Fleodach Coire, up 
to the col between Glas Bheinn and Beinn Uidhe. On a lovely 
summer's day I saw Red-throated Divers on the loch and continued 
from the col up a narrow rocky ridge to the flat summit of Glas 
Bheinn, from where there is a fine view of the tops of Quinag. This is 
the start of an excellent high level walk across the wide stony ridge of 
Beinn Uidhe, then a boggy area with its memorial to a crashed plane 
(one of many in the Scottish mountains), over Beinn an Fhurain to 
Conival and finally the lovely rocky ridge east to Ben More Assynt, 
the highest peak in Assynt. The descent down to Inchnadamph by 
Gleann Dubh illustrates vividly the difference in popularity between 
Munros and Corbetts. Immediately you begin the descent from 
Conival you are on a wide path where the peaty ground is badly 
eroded due to the passage of many hundreds of pairs of feet! 
Hopefully climbing the Corbetts will never become as popular as the 
Munros, or part of their attraction will be lost. While they remain the 
choice of the discerning few we can continue to enjoy their solitude.
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Competing closely with Glas Bheinn for my most memorable day 
was a winter ascent of Beinn Dearg in Torridon. This is a rather 
neglected hill because it is just below Munro height and is 
surrounded by spectacular higher neighbours. However it is a very 
fine hill in its own right and affords superb views of the Torridonian 
giants of Beinn Alligin, Liathach and Beinn Eighe. Even if you're not 
collecting Corbetts, I can strongly recommend it. This particular day 
was outstanding because of the weather. It was just before Christmas 
and there was enough snow on the tops to make it feel wintry but not 
enough to be a hindrance. As we walked up the path from the Beinn 
Alligin car park on a fine clear morning it was windless but a few 
wispy clouds gave a hint of what was to come. As we climbed steeply 
up the north end of the hill, we noticed that the valley was beginning 
to fill with cloud. By the time we reached the ridge we were looking 
down on a sea of cloud with the mountains floating like islands in its 
midst. It was absolutely stunning, a temperature inversion which 
lasted all day. We stayed up there in the sun as long as we could, 
taking in the fantastic views and storing them up to see us through 
the dark winter months to come. Then reluctantly we dropped off the 
ridge into the mist and the darkening valley below. It was truly a day 
in a million!

Andy and I both completed our rounds of the Corbetts with the 
ascent of Ben Tirran in Glen Clova, with mixed feelings. It was great 
to finish them but also sad that there weren't more to do! It had been 
a very enjoyable challenge, given me some wonderful days out and 
taken me to many places where I would never have otherwise gone. 
So what shall I do next? Perhaps the Grahams or the Donalds or even 
the Marilyns!

Watch his space.......!
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Strictly Hormones

Fred Reynolds

The scene is North Wales. A climbing area that's by the roadside and 
popular. The name might begin with the letter T'. Two women 
climbers are at the foot of the crag nearest the cafe. Described by her 
friends as Sensitive, Understanding and Even-tempered, Sue is 
looking forward to some good climbing today. Pat, her partner, is 
capable of being as well-adjusted as the next person, but today she's 
going to be Paranoid, Anxious and Terrified.

Sue gears up at the bottom of their chosen route, a three star classic 
that should not provide too many difficulties; it's comfortably within 
their capabilities. Somewhat bemused by the fact that it has taken 30 
minutes to make the choice of route, Sue dismisses the slight sense of 
foreboding that touches on her thoughts. She glances across at Pat 
who, mystified by the complexity of co-ordination involved in the 
task, is struggling to lace up her boots.

Good fortune assures Sue of some early enjoyment as she leads the 
first pitch. Had Pat picked up the rack first, Sue's day might have 
been wrecked from the outset. Ignorant of fate's little contribution, 
Sue climbs upwards, savouring the pleasure of moving over the 
rough rock. Back at the bottom, Pat is feeling increasingly vindictive 
towards the pink rope, which has developed a strong desire to return 
to its coiled, foetal state. Sue reaches the stance; the belay anchors go 
in, krabs are clipped and knots tied. She hangs out into space, 
confident in her ropework skills and at one with the crag 
environment.

As Sue calls down for Pat to start climbing, she is aware that her 
feet are pinching a bit; perhaps she should have taken her rockboots 
off. Still, it shouldn't be long, the pitch is pretty straightforward.

Needless to say, Pat finds it anything but straightforward. At first, 
she thinks it's because she's not warmed up yet, then maybe that it's 
not her sort of climbing. By the time she reaches the traverse, she 
knows it's neither, and she's going to be in for un mauvais temps. 
Although the holds are numerous and the line obvious, her mind 
translates the information into a confusing range of alternatives. Pat's
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spoilt for choice, and before long, she's exhausted all the possible 
combinations without getting anywhere. She's bent and stretched her 
limbs so many times that she could pass muster as an aerobics 
teacher keen to extend her horizons. The tell-tale signs of an 
impending epic begin to show - slight tremors in the lower limbs, 
pallor in the face and paralysis in the fingers. Within seconds, Pat's 
spatial awareness moves into overdrive and she develops a serious 
credibility problem with the concept of oblivion. She looks down. 
There's a queue at the bottom of the pitch. Shit. Witnesses.

"Sue...I'm er...not going too well."

The words are virtually a whisper, refuting any idea that their 
purpose might be to impart information. Perhaps Pat thinks that an 
air of understatement will minimise the size of the problem in her 
head. Reason does battle with imagination, and narrowly wins the 
first of the day's skirmishes. Pat scuttles across the traverse and 
assumes an extraordinarily close, physical relationship with the rock. 
Climbing today is proving to be One Big Mistake and she wants to 
cry.

All that remains of pitch one is the "fine, corner groove". 
Stretching above Pat's head for perhaps 30 feet, it is well-protected 
but unremitting; there are no jugs, no ledges, no easy ground. Pat's 
motivation is high and her approach single minded; she wants to be 
on terra firma, preferably having a little lie down.

If achievement could be measured by calorie consumption, Pat's 
rise up that groove would been positively meteoric, her feet a blur of 
smoking Stealth. But it isn't, and the sad fact is that her rate of ascent 
is so slow, it only just merits the description of progress. As she 
inches upwards, Pat's spirit sets off on wild journeys of terror, whilst 
her flesh just fails miserably. Handholds fade into non-existence or 
move out of reach, the footholds seem to be covered with some 
invisible, greasy substance. It doesn't help when the runners, imbued 
with a dedicated sense of purpose, maintain their positions way 
beyond the call of duty.

Sue peers over. Her joie de vivre is being compromised by pressure 
from the painful pieds.

"How are you doing?" she asks, trying to avoid any hint of 
irritation.
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Pat's reply is unequivocal. The vice firmly placed around her 
voicebox ensures that only single words can come out, delivered in a 
gasping soprano. They are unmistakably blue.

Sue considers the implications of tendering a tight rope. On the 
one hand, it could mean early relief for her sore feet, but that benefit 
would have to be set against the undoubted dent that would appear 
in Pat's climbing ego. Also, it would be most unlike Pat to launch into 
major hysterics, despite the fact that all is clearly not well. Sue opts 
for self-sacrifice and keeps her mouth shut.

Unfortunately, this decision coincides with Pat grinding to a 
complete halt, two or three moves short of the belay ledge. Ten 
minutes pass. Sue begins to feel peeved that Pat is not reciprocating 
her magnaminity with any productive effort. Before she can grab the 
words back, Sue puts her understanding, throbbing foot in it.

"Making a bit of a pig's ear of this, aren't you?"

Silence. An ominous silence. Sue senses she has made a mistake 
and curses her impatience. She wouldn't want to put money on it, 
but just maybe Pat has managed to retain some sense of humour 
about the situation, and will simply come back with one of her 
typically pithy retorts?

When it does arrive, the response is clearly from someone who has 
gone way beyond such interactive niceties. Sue was right not to 
waste her money. Her ill-judged comment transforms Pat's previous 
staccato speech into a loud and unfettered rush of invective. 
Although woefully adrift with her syntax, Pat rants and rails against 
her predicament in whole sentences this time. It is a classic display of 
verbal histrionics and there can be no doubt as to the state of mind of 
the protagonist; Pat has completely lost her bottle. The tirade goes on 
for a full and interesting five minutes, then Sue picks out the words 
"rope" and "tight", and translating them rapidly into a licence to 
assist, she heaves mightily on the rope. A pair of hands appear on the 
belay ledge, then an anguished face comes into view. Pat's mouth is 
still working but there are no longer any words. She doesn't look at 
Sue's face but does stare hard at her feet. Sue shuffles them out of 
possible harm's way. One last move. Inept mantelshelfers know this 
as The Beached Whale Manoeuvre. It is always executed with zero 
finesse as it is synonymous with Climbing Like A Total Prat. 
Conforming to type, Pat goes head first onto the ledge with legs
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flailing wildly behind her. She scrambles to her feet, looking 
embarrassed.

"God, it...I mean, I...dreadful...a nightmare..." 

"It's okay," mumurs her supportive partner.

"All those people...they must have seen...all that shrieking. I didn't 
mean it to sound like it was your fault. I'm really sorry."

"No, don't worry about it. I'm sure that the wind would take..."

Sue's words trail off and she pulls a face. There's not so much as a 
whisper of breeze; in fact, conditions are so still and quiet you could 
hear a parapente drop. Sue is forced to consider that the whole 
desperate scenario has probably become riveting drama for everyone 
within hundreds of yards.

Sue reviews the situation. There's appears to be a good chance that 
Pat has completely dished herself as A Climber To Be Taken Seriously. 
But they are half-way up the crag and need to get off the route 
somehow. Can things get any worse? Ever an optimist, Sue ignores 
the little voice in her head whispering "lost cause" and quickly 
hatches a plan.

"Your lead, then."

Even Sue is surprised at the degree of conviction her words carry. 

"You're joking."

"No, come on. I've got my boots off now. Get the gear." 

"Don't be stupid. Didn't you see all of that? I'd be a liability."

"Rubbish. You'll be okay. You climb better when you*re leading 
anyway."

This woman is so cool. She says all the right things. She's not 
going to grind her pal's dignity into the dust. The final phrase, 
appealing to the tattered remnants of Pat's self-esteem, demonstrates 
Sue's expert grasp of human psychology. Ditching the idea of a 
graceful retreat, Pat duly grasps the straw, blind to the possibility 
that it could be a short one. By concentrating hard, Pat manages to 
rack the gear in some sort of order and, surrounding herself in a 
reassuring cloud of chalk dust, sets off to redeem her reputation.

Two moves and two minutes later, Pat is busy forsaking both her 
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God and her friend, albeit under her breath. Her sense of purpose, if 
not a figment of her imagination in the first place, has vanished. Pat 
has a little chat with herself.

"It's a slab... you like this sort of thing...you can do this...come 
on...get a grip!", she tells any part of her brain that is willing to listen. 
She snatches a look at Sue who is smiling encouragement. Oh dear. 
Pat's troubled mind interprets this as an expression of triumph. One 
Up Personship of a particular nasty sort. Just so Sue can drop into the 
"Don't-worry-I'll-get-us-both-out-of-this" role. Pat sees the 
conversation on the belay ledge for what it clearly was; a shabby little 
trick masquerading as Friendship.

Aware that there is a problem but oblivious to the paranoid 
perspective, Sue now advises a few deep breaths.

Initially, Pat appears to respond to her friend's helpful hints; she's 
dangerously near to hyperventilating anyway. She carefully places 
her fingertips on the rock and then leans onto her forehead. Sue 
thinks this is probably T'ai chi and that Pat must be gaining inner 
strength. But, fuelled by her outrage at the betrayal, Pat slowly gains 
ground instead. Sue marvels at it; she's reminded of Destivelle in slo- 
mo on the video she has at home.

"I knew you could do it. No problem."

Deep in her distorted world, Pat experiences this well-intentioned 
piece of support as nauseating bonhomie and therefore grounds for 
further anger and indignation. Her climbing acquires a certain driven 
quality to it as she starts to put distance between the two of them. 
Thinking that her comments are providing positive inspiration, Sue 
serves up more platitudes, and the pair are soon caught up in a 
vicious circle of cause and effect. When Pat is about ten feet from the 
top, Sue finally exhausts her vocabulary but it matters not. High on 
adrenalin, Pat erupts onto the horozontal and she's spitting fire. 
What pleasure she will take in publicly slagging off her erstwhile 
friend and partner! Condemned as a patronising and manipulative 
opportunist, no-one will want to ever climb with Sue again.

But, it's a different world when you've reached the top, and it's no 
less the case for Pat than anyone else. Within minutes, Pat is chatting 
to someone belaying a few yards away and even cracks a joke. A 
sense of equanimity is returning, along with a rosyish glow. Of 
course, she knows she's been involved in a bad experience, but
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rationalisation is already at work, protecting Pat's mind from the 
worst of its own excesses. By the time Sue reaches her, Pat's vengeful 
intentions, all-consuming such a short time ago, are already striking 
her as slightly ungracious. She wonders whether she's rather over 
reacted and maybe Sue's motives were genuinely altruistic. 
Meanwhile, Sue maintains a studied silence as she coils the ropes. 
She's feeling a bit self-conscious about some of her verbal gushings. 
On at least three occasions, she had exclaimed with contrived 
sincerity, "Oh I say, NICELY DONE!" in response to the peculiar 
lurching movement that Pat seemed to have adopted as her personal 
climbing style for the day.

Walking along the road towards the cafe, the two women exchange 
pleasantries about the climbing with a couple of others. Pat is 
reluctant to get into specifics, remembering the noisy debacle on the 
first pitch.

"I'm gasping for a cuppa. Let's get off to the cafe," she says and 
hurries on.

Their mates are in there already and Pat's stomach prepares for 
major sinking. They'll wipe the floor with her. She flirts with the idea 
of coming clean and, utilising her rediscovered sense of humour, just 
making a joke of it.

"Hi, you two. Some good positions on that route but safe as 
houses. How d'you find it?"

Pat looks at Sue, incredulous that they don't seem to know. Is this 
a wind-up? She searches their faces for signs of leg-pulling. These 
women have been at the crag all day; how could they possibly not 
know?

"Fine...no real problems," answers Sue, filling the silence before it 
becomes obvious.

Sitting down at the table with the others, they join in with the 
good-natured banter in the group. None of it is about them or their 
route. Pat can hardly believe it; it looks like she's got away with it 
unless.... After first catching hold of her pal's eyes and then reading 
through the seemingly impassive expressions on the faces of her 
friends, Pat inclines her head in acknowledgement of female 
solidarity.
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Iceburgs

Rosemary Scott

The icebergs made the difference. Dull weather, grey seas, the 
mountains capped by sullen clouds invoked Kinlochbervie on a wet 
Sunday. But the swell swept in from the polar stream, where icebergs 
the size of Wales proceeded in a stately order. Glaciers hung in 
precarious corries above the fjord, ready to give birth to more 
icebergs. Small icebergs alongside the boat aroused a frenzy of 
snapshots. We sat on our bags in the open boat, talking about 
journeys taken and not taken, and intensively compared notes on our 
choice of outdoor gear. Most of us were wearing every stitch of 
clothing we had, because of the need to travel light. At the head of 
the fjord we were left on the shore, and had no chance to leave 
anything else behind. Anything that would not be eaten must be 
burned (including bog paper). The valley, Ikaasaalap Hinnera, is a 
grey green glen like the Lairig gru during the close of the last ice age. 
There is no path through the moss, no singing birds, no wind. There 
is little to occupy the sense of hearing except the rare sound of 
flowing water. It is an unreal scene, as if the landscape were placed 
behind a curtain of glass. The scene itself is a caricature of glaciation 
processes from a geography textbook. Scraped grey rocks, wandering 
erratics, glacier snouts, moraine ridges, all steeped in low drizzling 
rain.

If an auroch or a mammoth had appeared, it would not have been 
a surprise.

We were strung out, still a party of strangers. We camped, feeding 
on archetypal expedition food. We reloaded and trudged on the next 
day. The sun came out as we came to the water shed at the head of 
the glen, the sea ahead was bright blue and packed with icebergs. 
The glass curtain lifted. We were in a place like nowhere else on 
earth, like nowhere else we had been before, despite the vast store of 
travelers' tales that each of us was ready and willing to tell.

Having been raised on tales of exploration, I had read a lot about 
the hardships and disasters that mark the history of East Greenland. 
I had failed to appreciate that it was neither the desire for hardship
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nor a love of disaster which brought explorers here in the first place. 
There is something otherworldly about icebergs. The icecap beyond 
the mountain rim is a kind of land beyond the edge of the world. 
The small strip of coastal plain, precariously inhabited, is the last 
remnant of solid earth. The beauty is both savage and fragile, 
ferociously seductive: an ancient landscape perpetually assailed by
ice.

One iceberg was blue, rocking slightly. (The blue ones are those 
which have just flipped over, exposing the underside where the air is 
still stored in solution under pressure: white icebergs are full of tiny 
bubbles). As we watched, a small boat wove a course through the 
ice, at risk if a large iceberg should topple over, but driven by an Inuit 
Greenlander of extraordinary sang-froid. He brought food. We 
camped, and fished, and some of us walked a little way up the 
mountain, but summit-fever was at a low ebb, even among the 
collectors of Munros.

The author on the Tinnit Ridge on the mainland above Tiniteqilaaq, looking 
SE towards I Kaasatsivaq fjord which separates Ammasalik Island from the 
mainland. The mountain is Niniartvaraa 1295m, which we did not climb. 
(Day 8)
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Beneath our feet, birch trees an inch tall, tiny bilberries, the 
ubiquitous sweet-sour crowberry with its heathery branches, and 
mosses and lichens every colour of the rainbow made a soft 
cushioned cover for the bleak rock. Some of the flowering plants 
grew as parasites on the roots of the dwarf willow. A miniature 
willow grew where the soil had been disturbed, like the asphodel or 
the stinging nettle, but nothing in this ecosystem was strong enough 
to behave like a weed. The balance of species appeared exquisite, 
even to an amateur who knew no Linnaean names for plants.

We no longer plodded grimly, letting the rain fall on our bent 
heads. All next day along the iceberg shore we wandered, eyes open, 
trying not to take too many photographs. The hardship was still 
there - huge heavy backpacks, rough walking, hard ground to sleep 
on, and a food notable for its calorie count rather than its elegance 
but the pure water, purer air, the soundlessness, and above all the 
slowly drifting icebergs produced a sense of elation which cancelled 
mere discomfort.

[The writer, searching for metaphors, wandered along the shore 
with a notebook, within reach of the stranded icebergs. A hunting- 
party, armed with stones for target practice on the offshore ice, 
appeared loudly from the other direction. Once more, a major epic of 
literature is nipped in the bud by the intrusion of the everyday 
world. The writer threw a stone and missed (she never used to be 
picked for the netball team at school)].

On the sixth day we had a bath, the first in hot water, although 
some had endeavored to get truly close to nature by bathing in the 
lochs. And there had been the river crossing, ranks of slug-white 
British legs stumbling side by side over boulders invisible beneath 
the dirty grey glacial water. The bathhouse in Tiniteqilaag had a 
football match in progress outside, but Britain was as usual no match 
for the local children. This was not Kinlochbervie. The huskies sat 
chained up among the rocks, setting up a chorus of howl every time a 
boat came in. The pelts and carcasses of game-animals hung 
alongside drying fish and well-washed socks on the line outside the 
bright wooden houses. The children ate crowberries, not sweets. We 
passed through, transients who believed that they had visited the end 
of the earth (camping for some reason, on the municipal tip). We 
passed on, in another smaller boat that did wheelies among the sea-
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ice. Thereafter we climbed two mountains, proper peaks, with 
glaciers and precipices, each barely the height of Snowdon. Standing 
on the summit we could see another thousand peaks, each another 
spike of black rock, standing one behind the other, marching into the 
distance to the North, but never fading away. The last rank of peaks 
formed a perfectly sharp edge to the clear blue sky. To the South, the 
icecap closed in on the coast, a great roll of blue-ish white, a frozen 
wave breaking into the sea.

View south across Ammasalik Island, from point 1050m (un-named), with 
point 1054m (un-named) in the foreground and Tasiilaq fjord (Kong Oskar's 
Havn) in the distance. The middle-distance peaks include Sofia's Fjeld 
1010m. (Day 11)

When I came home, I took my friends to task, who had never told 
me what Greenland was really like. Even as I put words to what I 
have seen, the truth eludes me, and I can do no better than they did. 
But I've seen it too, now.

The East Greenland trip was organised by High Places Ltd, 
Penistone Road, Sheffield.
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Wolves, Waterfalls and Wadis

Fern Levy

An Easter 2001 invitation from my brother and sister-in-law to visit 
them in Israel took in a trip to Eilat (situated at the Southern tip of 
the Negev desert). We planned a walk along one of the many desert 
canyon trails - an exhilarating ascent of the 850m Har Shlomo some 
10km outside Eilat, followed by an exciting descent of Nachal 
Hamapalim (River of Waterfalls) with a long wadi walk out. Moran, 
my nephew, suggested first a short walk late afternoon, followed by a 
bivi under desert stars at a campsite near the start of our next day's 
route.

We drove out of Eilat parking at the crest of the main road. With 
two dogs (a rottweiler called Claudia, and the family dog, a mongrel 
poodle called Lopsy) we started along a trail. It was stony and felt 
precarious as it skirted the edges of steep creamy sandstone cliffs 
gouged with huge overhangs and ledges, then dropped steeply into 
the broad sandy canyons below from where we looked up into the 
caves and crannies weathered into the walls closing around us. The 
dogs gave us many heart-stopping moments as they variously 
skidded around excitedly on the slippery paths, or got under our feet 
chasing each other. At the trail's end, Moran and Claudia set off at a 
trot to collect the jeep, now about 5km and 200m back along the road, 
to catch us up as we walked to the campsite.

Although excited and full of anticipation for the next day's outing, 
with visions of a manicured oasis, (not my idea of wild-camping) I 
felt a little disappointed that the overnight was not to be a real bivi. 
That is, until I saw the "campsite". Situated a few hundred metres off 
the main road along a broad trail it consisted of a small sandy area 
below a lone acacia tree, surrounded by scree and jagged granite 
hills. No sooner had we unpacked the jeep, than I itched to scramble 
up them. Bad idea! About 20 foot off the ground I realised how 
friable the solid-looking rock was; nearly every hand hold crumbled 
off, adding to the scree underfoot. It was as if the whole hill were 
held together only by weakly interlocking crystals. Extremely 
cautiously I made my way down, expecting the whole hillside to end
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up in the campsite. Confining myself to look for dried wood to add 
to our supply, I left the exploring to the dogs!

We lit the fire, cooked and ate supper with lots of strong Turkish 
coffee heated in a thickly blackened pot, chose the flattest, most 
stonefree patch for our sleeping bags, and, banking up the fire, 
settled in for a night under the stars. Unable to sleep from 
anticipation (or was it caffeine?), I sat up to soak in the starry sky and 
craggy silhouettes of the granite spurs around us. Suddenly a distant 
star appeared to grow bigger and brighter by the second, then turned 
into two, and then seemingly descended onto our campsite. With 
alarm I called to Doreen and Moran, even before I realised it was a 
vehicle approaching along the track. By this time the dogs were 
barking, and with relief I identified the car, not as an ambush, or the 
army on patrol, but my older nephew visiting with a large platter of 
sweetmeats.

After another brew-up, more cakes than was healthy, and a second 
tooth-brushing, finally I drifted off, until shockingly, the dogs' 
piercing barks cut intrusively through the blissful sleep haze. Moran 
called to them and they quietened and returned. "Were they fighting 
each other Moran?" I called. "No, they were chasing off a wolf", was 
his startling reply. And there across the track, reflecting our torch 
beams, were a wary pair of eyes. With reassurance from Moran that it 
would not return, we marveled at our doggy-guards and resumed 
our rest.

I don't think I slept much, but soon it was gone six and I freshened 
the fire, put on the coffee, and shared breakfast with humans and 
dogs. Rucksacks packed, Doreen, Lopsy and I left Moran and Claudia 
to collect the gear, and crossed the road into Wadi Shlomo. This was a 
wide level sandy trail littered with stunted acacia trees, boulders and 
other prickly plants, blindingly white already in the early sunshine. 
Corrugated and pitted sandstone banks lined the wadi, often 
showing intricate patterns of weathering and erosion from their 
watery past. After about a kilometer the trail started to rise towards 
the mountain, and suddenly the rock underfoot changed to dappled 
grey granite as we entered a shallow dry gully. Delightful clambering 
over hot jumbled boulders and water-worn rock steps, snatching a 
welcome occasional patch of shade, brought us to the col at the base 
of the main ridge.

Here the path diverged - north over the sandstone hills, east 
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dropping into a steep gully trail, while our path south involved an 
interesting, sustained but easy scramble on surprisingly sound rock 
towards the summit. Lopsy was in his element, as was I as we led the 
way up the ridge. Soon however a short wall stopped him in his 
paws; no amount of coaxing or handling would persuade him to 
scramble for safety onto the next ledge. I climbed to perch on a tiny 
ramp half-way up, Doreen handed Lopsy up to me and in a smooth 
balanced swivel and long reach I managed to deposit him on an 
upper ledge. As if to save face, he immediately bounded off, all terror 
and gratitude forgotten. The rhythm of the scramble was over all too 
soon as we reached a very arid, stony broad col some 150m below the 
summit.

From there a steep winding, rocky and scree filled 'pick your own' 
way (you just know you'd never find the exact same route again) 
gained the trig point. Close to the border with Sinai, the top was 
littered with wooden lookout shelters built into boulder crevices - 
remnants of former tensions. As we ate an early first lunch I took in 
the vista; to the north and east stretched, horizon less, rugged 
convoluted dusty desert hills and hidden canyons, to the south and 
west the hazy red Jordanian mountains framed the turquoise sweep 
of the Gulf of Akaba/Eilat with the twin towns huddled between the 
mountains and the Red Sea.

From here we had to find the way into the gorge - Doreen warned 
anxiously that this was difficult. We moved off with utmost 
concentration, yet within a dozen steps striking trail markings' 
virtually hit us in the face. Shamefacedly, Doreen admitted that, OK, 
so she had been busily chatting last time! The path was very loose, 
very sheer, and very narrow as it wound steeply down the side of the 
gorge. My knee strain was exacerbated by Lopsy's activity, running 
back every time I lagged behind to check right under my feet that I 
was there. Finally we reached the broader main channel and relaxed 
as we continued variously through beach-like sand on the bottom, 
traversed along the sides of the gorge, or clambered over sun- 
warmed boulders whose smooth roundness showed clearly the 
passage of water. The contrast of scorching, parched atmosphere and 
the unmistakable weathering that only thousands of years of flow 
can yield was fascinating.

Abruptly the gorge narrowed and changed from creamy sand to 
grey rock ...... and a sheer drop of about 15 foot which demanded
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technical down-climbing. What we delivered, however, on the 
slippery, polished descent was some graceful bum-sliding onto soft 
sandy landings! The three of us delighted in a quick succession of 
about five such dry waterfalls and had our second lunch in the shade 
of a large overhang at the bottom of what we thought was the last 
sharp descent. The gorge, now shallow and considerably broadened, 
afforded us scant shade as we continued into the hottest part of the 
day. We moved easily but slowly, chatting about family, food and 
philosophy.

Suddenly, the trail seemed to go off into space. As we neared, we 
realised that only here the real waterfalls started. Below us was a 
plunge of about 30 foot, of the same grey rock as before, the channel 
looking even more polished and slippery. Embedded in the rock were 
stanchions, pegs and cables. This, the first of about ten scary 
descents, involved a steep initial wall, followed by a long step onto 
the sidewall where a narrow diagonal foot ramp protected by a 
handrail finally reached the floor via some rocky ledges. Lopsy 
looked tremblingly over the lip and backed away into a scrap of 
shade, terrified and immovable. With wild thoughts of reversing our 
previous irreversible bum slides, I turned to Doreen in alarm. She 
assured me that the simple solution was a piggy-back in her 
rucksack! Transferring her contents into a spare sack, we lifted Lopsy 
and zipped him into her emptied one. He seemed completely 
unperturbed (actually I'd swear he looked as pleased as punch) as 
Doreen started to down climb. I could just catch a glimpse of his ears 
bobbing around. As Doreen stepped onto the sidewall, I readied to 
take a photo. To my horror I could now see Lopsy clearly, still 
unperturbed, but tipping half out of the sack as the zips slowly made 
the opening gape wider. Doreen gingerly reversed her steps until I 
could reach down to close the zips and secure them with a small crab. 
Now it acted as a noose which Lopsy found irresistible but Doreen 
completed the traverse when she was able to free the by now half- 
strangled dog. I negotiated the waterfall in relief with the full spare 
sack held in front, and joined them safely in the main bed again.

And so we progressed down the waterfalls (which seemed to 
become longer, smoother and more metalled) and the level stretches 
between (which seemed to become shorter, sandier and hotter); 
unpacking and repacking the sacks, depositing and disgorging 
Lopsy. He had soon learned the routine, and waited patiently at the 
lip, not trembling, but tail-wagging in anticipation of a free ride. I
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found the stanchions horrendous - blazing hot to the touch as 
handholds, and placed at intervals which made my worn knees 
protest when used as footholds; they were just too temptingly in my 
face to pass up for the natural rounded rock features. (Or perhaps I 
was being a wimp!?)

Not too soon for us the gorge broadened again, and the gradient 
lessened leading into the final part of our route, a wadi so wide it had 
became a spacious jeep track, popular for desert safaris. The surface 
was pebble and hardened sand which (like snow) would suddenly 
collapse underfoot putting us off balance and stride, and making this 
final stretch of 5 km pretty tiring. Another hot, shadeless hour 
brought us down to almost sea-level and the outskirts of Eilat where 
we collapsed into the first pavement kiosk for ice-cream. So two very 
hot, tired women and a dog endured wolves, waterfalls and wadis.
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My Penultimate Munros

Julia Banks

Saving a last munro near to civilization for socializing purposes 
meant that my penultimate munros were all in the north west. What 
a delightful prospect, though daunting perhaps. However a lucky 
combination of staunch companions, good weather and a determined 
solo effort made these few weeks in the summer of 2000 a most 
memorable and enjoyable time.

Starting mostly with hills which are not remote, my daughter 
Catherine and I drove to Kintail and climbed A' Ghlas-bheinn. It was 
a lovely sunny afternoon and the tops were all clear. We arrived on 
the summit to get an excellent view of Sgurr nan Ceathraemhnan and 
the desolate glen between us and it just before the mist swirled in. 
The next day as we approached Sgurr na Signe the sun picked out 
the inviting scrambly north east ridge which we followed to the top. 
The narrow ridge across to Faochag was very enjoyable with fine 
views of the Forcan ridge on The Saddle.

The forecast deteriorated to showers and thirty mile per hour 
winds then after two short days we had something bigger planned, 
A' Chralaig and Mullach Fraoch. It was a steep pull up the side of A' 
Chralaig onto the south ridge where we were buffeted about by the 
wind. Low cloud and drizzle gave way to clear though grey views, as 
we made our way along the superb ridge to Mullach Fraoch turning 
the pinnacles because of the high winds and wet rock. We descended 
to a sheltered resting place in the glen and gazed at a beautifully clear 
Ciste Dubh. This was our objective for the next day but it looked 
temptingly close from here. Catherine was heard to remark, perhaps 
in jest, "Why not go up it now and save ourselves the long walk up 
the glen tomorrow?" Dangerous words to utter within earshot of a 
would-be munroist down to her last few. So up we went via a 
beautiful approach up the east corrie to the ridge beneath the steep 
coffin like crags which give Ciste Dubh its name. From the summit 
we had views of numerous dark sharp peaks and lonely glens. The 
next day the weather was as bad as forecast and we fled to Kintail in 
torrential rain. I was well pleased with this positive start to the

54 THE PINNACLE CLUB JOURNAL 2000-2002

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved



MY PENULTIMATE MUNROS

penultimate munros and Catherine was no doubt glowing with 
virtue at having helped her mum to do them.

For the remote Fisherfield hills it was not difficult to persuade my 
husband Jeff, that a long weekend in Fisherfield was just what he 
wanted. Day one took us up to Poolewe and from there to Carnmore 
bothy, where there were tall tales of epic river crossings. One team 
had to put their tent up inside the bothy to cover a large puddle. Day 
two took us up alongside a roaring torrent to a beautiful wild 
campsite beside Lochan Feith Mhicillean. From there we had to cross 
the river where it issued from the loch in order to climb Ruadh Stac 
Mor and A'Mhaigdean. Jeff stepped out first bare foot and knee deep 
over a sort of submerged causeway. After a few vacillating steps he 
accepted the loan of one of my walking poles, and then all was well. 
The water was very cold so I kept on the outer shell of my double 
boots and was glad to reach the point where Jeff could pass me my 
second pole and even gladder to reach the other side. It was plain 
sailing to the summit of A'Mhaigdean where a few pinnacles looming

Fisherfield
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out of the mist gave a hint of what must be one of the most 
spectacular summits in the country. We moved from the gneiss 
pavements of A'Mhaigdean to the red sandstone cliffs of Ruadh Stac 
Mor. On the way down the mist lifted and fine weather stayed with 
us for the big next day along Beinn Tarsuinn's delightful narrow 
scrambly ridge, over Mullach Ciore Mhic Fhearchair, Sgurr Ban and 
Beinn a'Chlaidheimh. It was a very long walk back to the tent but 
stunningly beautiful in the soft evening light.

Seana Bhraigh

After another couple of weeks Jeff and I made our way up to the 
north west again to climb Am Faochagach and Seana Bhraigh. Again 
it was a fine weekend preceded by wet weather. "Just hop across the 
river" we had been told of the approach. Fat chance! Another wading 
job but this time at least the water was warmer. From Am Faochagach 
we had crystal clear views. It was particularly satisfying to pick all 
the ups and downs of the Fisherfield range and relive our recent 
doings there. Seana Bhraigh looked close but we saved it for the
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following day. This was magnificent and memorable, setting out 
through the dewy forrest in the cool morning and watching the 
glorious panorama unfold as we gained height. An Teallach, 
Fisherfield, Torridon, Coigach and Assynt all in wonderful clarity. It 
was on the way down from Seana Bhraigh, with An Teallach in 
silhouette and Harris visible out to sea, that I began to dream about 
my last munro party.

For the solo ascent of Lurg Mhor I based myself at Gerry Howkin's 
bothy and took a bike in. A cap of cloud remained stuck over the tops 
for my traverse of Beinn Tarsuinn and Bidean a'Chiore Sheasgaich 
but as I reached the summit of Lurg Mhor a shaft of sunlight broke 
through like a theatrical spotlight. Gradually everything became clear 
and the evening walk was pure delight.

The next day I drove round the coast to Helen Steven's meet. 
Helen Steven, Helen Bennett and I enjoyed a very fine day on Carn 
Ghluasaid, Sgurr nan Conbhairean and Sail Chaorainn, with frequent

Lurg Mhor
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stops to mop our sweaty brows and watch ptarmigan chicks scuttling 
among the rocks. For good measure I went on to do Tigh Mor na 
Selige and then we all returned to the valley via Drochaid an Tuill 
Easaich, an excellent viewpoint and sunbathing spot.

That night we camped in Glen Quioch beneath Sgurr a' 
Mhaoraich, my penultimate munro proper. After the previous day's 
efforts I was doubtful whether anyone would feel like going up a hill 
but when Helen called from her tent "Julia, are you doing your 
penultimate munro today?" I found myself saying "Yes". It was a 
wonderful day and a wonderful hill with a fine narrow west ridge 
and magnificent summit views. We even managed some skinny 
dipping.

The year 2000 was special for me since I finally realized my life 
long ambition of trekking in Nepal in the spring of that year. But 
those few summer weekends in the north west of Scotland 
discovering the remoter corners of my own country were an equally 
enjoyable and rewarding experience. I also greatly enjoyed climbing 
and celebrating my last munro, but that's another story.

58 THE PINNACLE CLUB JOURNAL 2000-2002

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved



COWBOY COUNTRY
(Climbing Wolf's Head Ridge, Cirque of the Towers, Wind River 
Range, Wyoming July 2000)

Judith Brown

"You've come all the way from England just to climb these mountains?" 
asked one of the other guests, incredulously. Like me she was tucking in a 
Big Sandy Lodge "homestyle" breakfast. Unlike me, she and her vast 
family party were off for a gentle day's horseback riding. I didn't venture to 
ask what other part of its anatomy one could ride, but I did ask her why she 
was surprised. "Well, it seems a heck of a ways to come - they're just 
mountains." But, of course, the Wind Rivers are not "just" mountains. They 
are the epitome of mountains, steep, rocky and big - the highest in the 
range, Gannet Peak, is 13,804. In its 2.25 million acres, the range includes 48 
peaks over 12,500 high. What's more they are spectacularly beautiful and, 
by today's standards, spectacularly remote. There are no ski lifts and no 
huts. Perhaps this is why so few Europeans visit them. Even to Americans 
they are relatively unknown, overshadowed by their equally magnificent 
but much more accessible cousins to the north, the Tetons.

We had gone to climb in both. The vanguard of the team, Kath Davis, 
Maggie Ingram and Tracey Purchase had already spent a week exploring 
the Teton area, which boasts a wide range of sport and outcrop climbing as 
well as the Alpine style mountaineering of 'The Grand" and its companion 
peaks.

Around the Tetons National Park, tourism has an old history. The first 
dude ranches were established in the 1920s, places where wealthy 
Easterners and Europeans could play at cowboys. Whilst they were there, 
some of them craved a more genuine wilderness experience and started 
hiking the trails of the Grand Teton Range. Mountaineering was developed 
through the guiding services of Paul Pedzolt and Glen Exum, and in latter 
years skiing has become really big business. Jackson Hole, Wyoming is the 
place where cowboys have become climbers and wildlife artists, fishing 
guides, white water canoeists, and ski-instructors. As you wander around 
the malls masquerading as Wild West Emporia, buying Lakota Indian belts 
handcrafted in China, this might seem an odd, even a sad transformation. 
In reality I think not. It seems to me that cowboys and climbers are after the
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same thing in the end -big adventures under even bigger skies.

When I arrived, we headed the Oldsmobile down to Big Sandy, which 
lies down 40 miles of dirt track, to "acclimatise" in the Cirque of the Towers 
before returning to climb the Grand. This area is as spectacular as its name 
suggests. The names of the peaks evoke the Shoshone Indians to whom 
they are still home - Warbonnet, Wolf's Head, Pingora. In July such magni 
ficence is matched by the colourful glory of the flowers and the awesome 
terror of the mosquitoes. The latter wield hand drills and, full-strength 
"deet" and head nets notwithstanding, the only way not to get bitten is to 
stay at home. Add to this the danger of bears, giardia infested water, storms, 
forest fires, wandering into the Shoshone Reserve without a fishing permit 
and the risk, somewhat overstated in the guide, given how few people 
actually visit the place, of being pushed off the trail by a "stocktrain" (i.e. 
packhorses or, more bizarrely goats and llamas!) I began to wonder myself 
why anyone would bother to undertake the expedition. Whatever 
happened, we could not sue the guidebook writers - we had been warned.

But what nobody had warned us about were the cowboys. Brought up 
with an image of the American West created by Hollywood, the real thing 
took me by surprise - not because the image and the reality are so different 
from each other, but because they are so alike. Right after breakfast, I 
encountered Tim. That may be no name for a movie cowboy, but a real 
cowboy he certainly was. Like so many others, he had been driven from 
ranch work through the falling value of beef, and now herded tourists 
instead of cows.

Tim's bow legs were clad in chaps, his feet in pointed high-heeled boots, 
the image let down a tad by the gaffer tape holding them together. I noted 
with relief that the thing hanging from his belt was a walkie-talkie, not a six- 
shooter. He touched a finger to his Stetson. "Ma'am, the horse is all maxed 
out". This I roughly translated as meaning that our gear for four days in the 
Cirque was too heavy for the horse. Our stuff lay in various states of loading 
around the corral, my climbing helmet with the "Keep Britain Farming" 
sticker on it (a compulsory purchase at the gate of Wallowbarrow Farm), 
looking incongruous among the saddle bags. I wondered if Tim considered 
climbers, especially English female ones, to be crazy. The packhorse just 
looked depressed and it hadn't even got its load on yet.

Despite the altitude and the slog of getting there - horses cannot go 
beyond Jack Ass Pass, so it was a full Alpiniste job after that, with stuff tied 
onto the outside with string - the motivation to climb was overwhelmingly 
strong. The peaks seduced us with their call of the wild and the fact that
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their high ridges were mosquito-free!

Wolf's Head Ridge is a "must do", but don't be fooled by its easy 
grading. It's a committing expedition with route-finding complications, 
pitches of 4c, and terrific exposure, which requires a turn of speed and a 
skill in rope management, possessed by my partner, Tracey, but not by me. 
The route supposedly takes you over four towers. We never did work out 
the guidebook definition of a tower, but we stopped counting at four and 
just carried on over all the others until we reached the top.

The pitches are full of interest and variety, mostly variations on a theme 
of death-defying exposure, including a fantastic hand traverse over nothing 
at all, and a long soft-shoe shuffle with no handholds over a yawning abyss. 
However, by contrast there is a sort of caving pitch, which requires one to 
"spelunk" the width of the ridge. Squirming through this horizontally with 
my rucsac behind and Tracey's in front, I found a purple spotted bandana 
lying in the depths. I checked for an attendant body but found none. Arriv 
ing at the stance, I presented this to Tracey, not so much in recognition of a 
fine lead, as to wipe her nose on which had been streaming steadily all day.

It was 7pm by the time we got to the top, so time was getting to be an 
issue. But as there were three guys in front setting up the rappel, who 
invited us to use their ropes, we sat down to enjoy the views and something 
to eat. The third man of the team in front mentioned that he had lost his 
handkerchief. With all the tact and diplomacy of my Northern British up 
bringing, I said, "Oh, we've found that - she's been blowing her nose on it 
for the past three hours". It was generous of him, I thought, after that, to 
make a gift of it to Tracey. Later, he was puzzled to observe her, as we 
queued behind them at numerous "rap stations", wiping her neb on a 
wispy scrap of kleenex. On enquiring why she did not utilise the 
magnificent purple hanky, Tracey said, "I can't possibly use it now I know 
who it belongs to." I thought this was funny, he looked offended, which just 
goes to show how divided two nations can be by a common language.

By the time we little women had got fed-up with the proffered but overly 
prolonged gallantry of rapping on their ropes, it was getting very late. 
Finding an alternative way, Tracey set off at a cracking pace with me 
moaning far behind, eventually making the top of the descent col in last 
light.

In the Alps, this would have been the end of our worries for the light of 
the hut would have been a beacon in the dark. But the Cirque of the Towers 
is fifty miles from the nearest street light. All I can say is that I've done easier
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things in my life than navigate a hillside of thick forest in the blackest of 
nights by a faltering headtorch. Moreover, we have been warned by the 
guidebook that these are forests frequented by bears and mountain lion, 
and, for all I know, strange anti-government cults, and people wanting to 
check us for fishing permits. Thank God for all the hardware jangling away 
around our harnesses. Who needed bear-bells or hand-guns when armed to 
the teeth with "King Dong" hexes?

As the dark waters of Lonesome Lake lapped at our boots, we realised 
we were down. We debated biwying, but thought we would be 
embarrassed to wake up lying next to the tents. With further persistence 
and not a little luck, we found the camp. After wrestling our food bag up a 
tree, we eventually turned in after a 15 hour day

So, true to the craving of my cowgirl soul, I had started my trip with a big 
adventure under an even bigger sky. After that, the team did other climbs, 
culminating with the Upper Exum ridge on Grand Teton, all of them "sweet 
routes" as the local climbers termed them. But we had no more epics and 
left the Western night to its ancient ghosts, the ones that jangle with spurs 
instead of hexes.

FACTUAL INFO:

The Wind River Range is located in South Western Wyoming. For the 
Cirque of the Towers, access is via Big Sandy Opening, which is gained 
by a long dirt road leading off highway 191, about half a day's drive 
south-west of Jackson Hole. The nearest airports are at Jackson Hole and 
Salt Lake City.

Information can be obtained from the Bridger-Teton National Forest 
Ranger Office in Pinedale. Unless you intend to take stock into the area 
overnight, a permit is not required. Pinedale is the last place to stock up 
on supplies.

Packhorses can be hired from Big Sandy Lodge, where cabin 
accommodation and meals are also available. Camping is available at 
the nearby campground.

Maps and Guidebooks: We used the Hiking Map and Guide to the 
Southern Wind River Range, 1:48,000 scale, published by Earthwalk 
Press. The most comprehensive climbing guide to the area is the Sierra 
Club's "A Climbers Guide to the Wind River Range", but for a more 
detailed description of the route see "Fifty Best Climbs in North 
America" by Steve Roper and Alien Steck, also published by the Sierra 
Club
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Cuillin Ridge, May 2001

Jane Haskins

An account of the traverse of the Cuillin Ridge over two days in 
May 2001 with my brother, Jim and two of his Durham University 
Mountaineering Club (DUMC) friends, Ben (also known as Bunny, 
as in Benjamin Bunny) and Paavo (half-Austrian and currently 
working for Rab).

The foot and mouth crisis was in full flow back in May 2001 and all 
keen climbers had to head north of Glasgow to have some fun. So we 
went to Skye. Another last minute plan. Originally just Jim and I, 
then Bunny attached himself the night before and then Paavo 
decided at 4pm on the Friday. Unfortunately Paavo was in Sheffield 
at the time, so we had a fairly disorganised, late start. We'd all had 
the same idea about gear - it's summer, no bulky ice gear, therefore 
we can take loads of luxuries to fill up the car. Hence the car was 
fuller than in winter and Bunny and Paavo were hidden under 
karrimats and sleeping bags on the back seat.

At Dalkeith chippy we started to think about what we would 
climb. Glen Brittle had opened the same day so Bunny suggested the 
Cuillin Ridge. I thought he was mad. Then I thought about it. Why 
not do it over two days? That would remove some of the pain and 
would mean two mountain bivvies to add to the fun. The weather 
forecast couldn't be better and there might even be some snow left 
for water. Everyone was keen so we started some complicated 
logistical planning.

We stopped overnight at the Kingshouse and then continued to 
Sligachan on the Saturday, via Safeway in Fort William. The first 
stage of the master plan was to leave the car at Slig and hitch round 
to Glen Brittle. A faff of epic proportions ensued. It was at this point 
that we discovered that the only guidebooks between us was my big 
hard backed book on Scottish scrambling and Bunny's climbing 
guide. Sadly I found my penknife and sliced out six pages. 
Optimistically I thought that they could always be stuck back in at 
the end, knowing full well that after two days of being scrunched in a 
rucksack they would be in no fit state for anything.
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Jim and I were ready first and soon got a lift to the first junction. 
Then another lift to the next junction. Then nothing. Then Paavo and 
Bunny overtook us, came to a screeching stop, reversed at high speed 
and went roaring off down the road to Glen Brittle waving at us. Still 
nothing. We eventually got a lift one mile up the road with a farmer 
wanting to look at his sheep. Then nothing. We sat in the sun, the 
first warm sun that year it seemed. We could see the Cuillin ridge 
now, Waterpipe Gully, Bruach Na Frithe. A bit of snow on the ridge, 
enough to give us enough water for the traverse. Good. Still nothing. 
A bee buzzed, the grass blew gently in the wind and the roads were 
silent. So we picked up our sacks and walked. The tarmac was hard 
to walk on, our sacks seemed heavy, the sun was too hot, I got a 
blister and cars passed us half empty. How could I do the Cuillin 
Ridge when I couldn't even walk five miles along a road?

A few hours later we arrived at Coire A Ghrunda hot, tired and 
annoyed. It started to drizzle a little. Christ, it wasn't supposed to 
rain. We had no tents, only identical luminous yellow bivvy bags, 
standard DUMC issue. Apart from Paavo who naturally had Rab 
gear from head to toe. Bunny and Paavo had been there hours and 
had amused themselves by throwing stones at a football floating in 
the middle of the lochan, trying to bring it ashore. The football 
refused to move so they threw bigger and bigger stones at it. Then 
they suddenly realised that the words on the football did not spell the 
expected "World Cup" but instead spelled "Environmental 
Monitoring - Do not disturb". Attached to the buoy was presumably 
expensive monitoring equipment on the bottom of the lochan, 
probably now buried under a heap of big stones.......

So we settled down for the night. Paavo discovered the problems 
of using his tiny plastic tea spoon pinched from Safeway to eat a 
large pan of pasta. Jim introduced the local slugs to the new habitat 
of Paavo's hat.

Jim and I started at 7am next day. Bunny and Paavo stayed in bed. 
There was a nice view across the sea to Rum. Then I put my contact 
lenses in and realised that the sea was actually cloud and we had a 
cloud inversion with the mountains of Rum poking out of the top. 
Within 15 minutes I had bashed my head on a spike of rock and 
given myself a sore head which would last most of the trip. Typically 
I had left my helmet behind to lighten my rucksack. We dumped our 
sacks on the col between Sgurr nan Eag and Sgurr Dubh Mor and
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walked to Garsbheinn, right on the end of the ridge. This took longer 
than we thought, but as soon as we got to the end the sun came out 
and Bla Bheinn was in sight, its twin summits rising above the cloud 
inversion.

We had almost reached the sacks again when we heard huge 
crashing noises ahead. Paavo and Bunny were practising their 
favourite sport of throwing big boulders off mountains. We 
wondered whether to add a few rocks to their sacks and later 
discovered that they'd had the same thoughts about our sacks. Our 
sacks certainly felt like they'd had lots of rocks added. Our balance 
disappeared, our movements became slow and heavy. Once again I 
had doubts as to whether I would actually complete the ridge.

We soon came to the TD gap, at V Diff the most technical bit on the 
ridge. We abseiled down to the gap and looked in horror at the 
smooth, vertical wall ahead. The cloud had closed in, the gap was 
dank, dripping and eerily quiet, white mist blowing around. Jim led 
the wall in rock boots without his sack. Very nice for him. I seconded 
it in big boots with my sack on. My lungs felt like they were at 
altitude as I gasped for breath after strenuous moves. Bunny and 
Paavo watched us and then followed. Despite watching our 
struggles, Paavo tried to lead the wall in big boots with a sack - and 
got stuck. After floundering around and swinging wildly from side to 
side, he left his sack tied to some gear and continued. Bunny then 
attached Paavo's sack to his own harness and with his own sack on 
his back and a cry of 'This is how you do it in Yosemite" (in which 
case I'll stay away from Yosemite) he climbed the wall to the 
astonishment of observers.

By this time Jim and I had made rapid progress. Over Sgurr 
Thealaich, along Collies Ledge (Kings Chimney looked damp and 
greasy) and up to the In Pin. We'd even stopped for a quick brew at a 
snow patch below An Stac. A quick run up the In Pin followed by an 
abseil with instructions on how to abseil given to us by irritating 
members of a rambling party sat on the summit of Sgurr Dearg. 
Maybe they did have cause to wonder whether I had ever abseiled 
before as my prussic became jammed and I swung round and round 
in mid air trying to free it. The description of the In Pin in Bunny's 
guidebook was amusing - "An infinite drop on one side, an even 
longer one on the other. Overhanging on one side, even steeper on 
the other".
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Then on to Sgurr Banachdich where we watched a mountain 
rescue take place. A woman had slipped and broken her leg - we 
arrived at the same time as the helicopter and we watched the 
helicopter circle, lower a crew member and lift up the stretcher and 
injured party before finally flying away. With a sober reminder of 
what could easily happen, we continued onto to Sgurr Mhathaidh. 
Here we had had enough. After the first top we lost the path and 
descended too far. We retraced our steps and decided to stop for the 
night at a stone wall on a small col, right next to a large snow patch.

Crashing sounds heralded the arrival of Bunny and Paavo. The 
latter chose his sleeping position first and managed to choose the 
most uncomfortable position possible. He spent the next few hours 
gardening - throwing huge boulders off the mountain (just for a 
change) in order to increase his sleeping space. Even so he spent the 
night with his feet on Bunny's stomach. The rest of us squashed 
together in the limited space at the other end of the wall.

I'm sure Paavo isn't really mad. I had met him once previously 
when he sold me a pair of crampons when he worked in Ellis 
Brigham's in Bristol. I later cursed him as the same crampons broke 
on an ascent of the Weissmies a few months later. By the time I 
returned them to the shop, Paavo had been sacked for another piece 
of miss-selling - this time trying to sell some technical skis to an 
elderly couple......

We enjoyed a meal (which for Jim and I consisted mainly of lots 
and lots of frankfurter sausages) and then turned to Paavo's rum. 
This was vicious stuff, 80% proof, cooking rum that he'd imported 
from Austria, illegal in this country. It had been siphoned into a small 
lucozade packet and only the trained whisky drinkers amongst us 
(i.e. Jim and I) could manage a mouthful without choking. Then the 
conversation turned onto the state of Paavo's digestive system. 
Unfortunately for all concerned he'd chosen this particular weekend 
to end the two weeks of constipation he'd endured since returning 
from Austria. None of us had thought to bring toilet paper. Bunny 
was suffering severe discomfort from trying the Paavo recommended 
method of moss followed by snow. I was suffering from the adult 
equivalent of nappy rash and Jim was not suffering at all. He has an 
amazing digestive system which can store food for days without 
discomfort.
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The weather had cleared and we had a superb view from the bivvy 
site - one way to Loch Coruisk, Bla Bheinn, the sea and the south end 
of the ridge, the other way across Skye to the Western Isles. 
Eventually we saw the lights of Mallaig and Portree as the sun was 
replaced by a very full and bright moon. Then we slept.

Next day another early start for Jim and I, another lie in for Bunny 
and Paavo. To my amazement my legs still worked and my shoulders 
didn't hurt too much. The ridge was easy - sustained scrambling to 
Bruach Na Frithe. We decided to avoid the Bhasteir Tooth and instead 
traversed around the bottom, up and down steepish snow slopes. 
The atmosphere was very alpine like - blue sky, hot sunshine, white 
snow, warm rock. But no ice axes or crampons. Hmm.....Then finally 
the exposed West Ridge of Sgurr Nan Gillean and the end. Success at 
last - but the Slig looked an awfully long way away still. The Slig was 
an awfully long way away - three hours in hot sun with every muscle 
in my body hurting. A bruised head, sunburnt face and neck, sore 
shoulders and back due to the rucksack, aching thighs, bruised shins, 
blistered feet. The only part of me that did not hurt was my stomach - 
and this was rewarded by a hearty meal at the Slig during our long 
wait for Bunny and Paavo.

As I was coming off the summit of Sgurr Nan Gillean I met a man 
who had climbed up via the tourist path. He looked tired as he said 
to me - "Is it worth all the effort of getting up here?" I looked at him 
and laughed "You've come up the easy way" I said.
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Lakeland pilgrimage

Helen Jones
We woke to grey and lowering skies. No hopeful gleam of sunlight
Pierced the bunk-lined room. Disappointment hung like a miasma in the air,
Filling our limbs with torpor. Overnight, the mountain view had silently imploded
To a letterbox, gloomy with dripping trees, and soaking swathes
Of flattened grass. Gone were the airy peaks whose grandiose curves draw
Spirits soaring upwards, their wild crags beckoning with rocky promise,
Nourishing the hidden recesses of the soul.

Programmed to "make the best of things", we donned stout boots,
And climbed the stony path which led to Martindale. High on the sodden col,
A pall of wet cloud wrapped around the hillside, where
Ten billion droplets shone, suspended on each dainty panicle of grass.
Enclosed in our narrow silent world we trod the ancient track across the fell,
Before descending past a windswept farmstead with its shelter belt
Of sturdy sycamores. The rain fell heavier now, driving us towards
The welcome shelter of a tiny church. Here, in the porch, we shed
Our dripping jackets, and settling each upon a bench beside the door,
Staunched the pangs of cold and hunger with hot coffee
And our sandwiches.

With flash of light, and sudden swoop, brief shimmer of pulsating wings,
A hovering swallow tail spread wide, translucent in the doorway.
Another came, metaphor of childhood summers, its dazzling aerobatics
Bringing sunshine to that dismal day. Beneath our feet the great stone slab
Was limed with evidence of avian occupation, then above our heads we found
The simple nest of mud upon a beam The parent birds encouraged
By our stillness, darted in to feed their chicks, again, and yet again.
How many years have these stone walls been refuge for both man and bird?
They say the young St Martin journeyed here, staying in the dale to build a church
And tend his flock before the Normans came to England. A Roman altar
Dragged from High Street long ago was resurrected as a Christian font.
Today, a vase of fresh-picked summer flowers adorns the simple, whitewashed space,
Says welcome all who come.

Outside once more, our spirits rising with the clouds, we closed the wicket gate 
And left behind the precious solitude (so often found among the hills), 
To join the rowdy fray along the lake.
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Homeward Bound

Julie Carter

It was my last weekend in Australia. I had been in the antipodes for 
eight months and had a great time. As well as working for six months 
in the emergency department of a small hospital I had traveled and 
climbed. I was awestruck by the Australian wilderness, the ancient 
feel of the landscape and the fantastic and strange animals and birds. 
Talking of wildlife, I had made some good friends too and I was 
feeling pretty torn by my impending departure. More than anything I 
had fallen in love with the place which had been my home, the Blue 
Mountains. "The Bluies" is a weird place and most people go for a 
day trip from Sydney and see the Three Sisters and other famous 
tourist spots. But it does not take long to get away from the throngs 
and into the vast wilderness of forests and crags. The name 
"mountains" does really apply, although they are blue due to the 
haze of eucalyptus vapour. The area is really a vast sandstone plateau 
cut by impressive gorges and canyons many of which remain 
unexplored. It is the vibrant colours which stick in my memory. The 
deep blue sky, huge bright orange expanses of (largely unclimbed) 
rock, lush green ferns and trees with lovely silvery white bark. I 
could go on! And it is strange for a mountain lover to find something 
so deeply satisfying in a different kind of landscape. It had come as a 
wonderful surprise.

The climbing in the "Bluies" takes a bit of getting used to and 
although there are such things as bolts on occasion the adjective 
"adventure" definitely applies. There are some huge routes but most 
are 2-5 pitches. Some are immaculate cracks but others take shattered 
faces on dubious rock with sparse gear. I had climbed at many of the 
best spots but left at the top of the list was Cosmic County. I had a 
free day before my flight so set off to Cosmic with Matthew and 
Mark. Matthew had spent some time with me in Arapolies and he 
had been leading for only a few months but was making great 
progress. Mark was a doctor from work who had started climbing 
two weeks earlier when he fell in love with Vanessa who also worked 
with us and is a very good climber. Mark had his strengths though, 
he is a champion orienteer, so although the rock climbing might be
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full on at least we would not get lost! Anyway it was a beautiful crag 
with great routes and we had a superb warm day on perfect rock. 
The only thing is the gear was in short supply at times which meant I 
had to take over leading from Matthew and we ended up at the top 
of the last route in the dark. On the way in we had followed the 
bottom of the crag but it had been a bush bash so we opted for an 
abseil down to get the sacs and a scramble up a nearby gully to a 
good path on the top of the crag. A 30-40 minutes stroll would have 
us back at the car and we would soon be in the pub.

Luckily Matthew had brought along the new head torch which I 
had asked him to buy for me a few days previously. We took it out of

The author on the Blue Mountains Classic: Eternity, grade 18
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the packaging and set off up the gully to the top of the crag. 
However, the good path never arrived and for a while it did not 
really seem to matter. It was a gradual thing but over the next couple 
of hours, as we struggled through thicker and thicker bush, it became 
plain we did not have a clue where we were. Having been scraped 
and lacerated to an unreasonable extent we still did not seem to be 
making progress and it was getting cold. We stopped to put on all 
our clothes and eat some chocolate. We had run out of water. Mark 
phoned Vanessa on his mobile as she was hard at work in emergency 
until midnight. He broke it to her gently that we were not in the pub 
but in the bush!

Although we were wondering whether we would be out for night 
there was still plenty of cheer left in us and we bashed on through 
thickets of grabbing, spiky dense foliage. We took turns going first 
with the torch. Those behind went mostly on feel. Hope came at last 
though as we saw the large orange light of a farmhouse. We were not 
sure where we were but at least someone was home and we could 
always phone a cab once we knew where we were. We did feel 
extraordinarily stupid when as we reached the clearing where the 
farmhouse should have been we realized the light was in fact the 
moon. But it was beautiful.

Things went a bit nasty from then on. Although we remained in 
good heart, and there was a definite team spirit, we had not yet seen 
the worst the Australian bush had to offer. We stood on top of a small 
crag at the rim of a huge valley. Gazing at the stars of the Southern 
Cross to help decide our direction was no help at all. My Australian 
companions obviously had not been good boy scouts. Yes there 
definitely was a real place with lights on at the other side of the 
valley but it looked a huge distance. We headed downhill. Steep, wet, 
muddy, loose ground. Thick, dark, spiky trees and bush, fallen trunks 
and huge labyrinthine roots. It was scary and desperate and 
exhausting. Earlier on in the day we had been discussing the early 
explorers and what it would have been like for them. Now we were 
getting a flavour.

It was about llpm and we had been going for about 5 hours when 
we bottomed the valley. There was a small hut with a rain butt and a 
row of mugs - civilisation! It was freezing on the ground but the cold 
water was lovely. A good track led us on through the stunning, frosty, 
starry night and we passed some sleeping livestock. I stopped dead.
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Suddenly the animals had arisen and shown themselves to be a 
group of wombats. I did not realize wombats were so huge and the 
ground shook as they rumbled off. Soon we were entering a farm 
garden and a woman appeared at the door. "I was just about to leave 
you a note" was her improbable greeting. After some confused 
conversation both parties got the gist of everything.

Typical Blue Mountain Scenery: The Grose Valley

I will never forget Mark's face when she told us we were in 
Hartley Vale which is at the other side of the Blue Mountains entirely. 
The expected visitors then turned up to pick up a puppy which our 
hostess had been cuddling in her coat since our arrival. Strange 
goings on at such an hour, but we got a lift with several other 
puppies to the "Comet Inn" a charming and historical place. They 
had a big fire and a chef who was going home to the town of 
Lithgow. More puppies joined us and we were deposited in the main 
street where at 12.30 we were delighted to enter the local pizza spot 
where it seemed we were a spectacle. Attention was further drawn 
when Mark emptied all our rucksacks over the floor to sort out the
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gear while we waited for pizza. Matthew, being well brought up, 
asked for a brush to sweep up with afterwards. After a bit of a drive 
round the countryside a bemused taxi driver located our car and 
sometime in the region of 2am we arrived at my flat where Cokie had 
been patiently waiting for us to join her for dinner. Well at least we 
had phoned!

This was not the only near epic I had "in the bush" but somehow it 
seemed a fitting way to leave. Good friends, good adventures and an 
amazing and strange wilderness.

I will be back.
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NOSTALGIA

Nostalgia

Shirley Angell

Having spent my summer hols picking strawberries by alpine paths 
while lan scaled the heights, I dismissed the editor's pleas for fodder.

Then I read the headline 'MARKFIELD QUARRY' in a climbing 
magazine and the memories came flooding back.

There were plenty of quarries in Leicestershire in the 1960's and 
you could tell the working ones by the clouds of dust in the sky, but 
Markfield was not one of them. It was on a lovely hillside on the edge 
of the village, with a circle of steep rock walls surrounding a deep 
black pool. Magical. lan was working in Leicester and we started our 
married life in a small bungalow on the Markfield estate. The quarry 
was our favorite short walk, picnic place and playground. It was near 
enough to go when we had half an hour spare and I often walked up 
to watch the sunset when I needed a break from domesticity!

A year or two later came the dreadful news. The mining company 
which owned the quarry had decided it was worth reopening.

I think I was on the parish council by then, but anyway I was in 
the forefront of the objectors and we held a mass demonstration at 
the quarry to which the local television was invited. It was a sunny 
afternoon and the place looked idyllic as I pushed our baby son 
Timothy up in his push chair. We were obvious targets for the 
reporter's microphone and it was great fun to see ourselves on the 
local news that evening.

The public outrage led to an inquiry at which the company's 
application was turned down, so I had my small part to play in 
preserving 'Leicestershire's prime climbing venue' for future 
generations. This gives me a good deal of satisfaction.
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The Greek Wedding

Sue Logan

The bride smiled radiantly, the bright lights causing her eyes to 
glisten and the jewels in her dress to sparkle. At her side stood the 
groom, the planes and curves of his dark handsome face glowing 
with a thin film of perspiration. The congregation, according to 
tradition, thronged around the couple, with family at the front and 
friends and neighbours barely discernible in the surrounding gloom. 
The priests - there were five of them - were magnificent in their 
embroidered robes, splendid beards cascading down chests and hair 
tied in a neat ponytail.

I can see that the romance of the occasion is escaping you and you 
are wondering whether I have completely lost my marbles or 
whether this is just a temporary state of affairs and I will come to my 
senses soon and start talking about climbing. All in good time! The 
beginning of a story is always important, and this beginning was the 
wedding of my niece to her Greek fiance, in Greece. I had dragged 
Cokie along with me and we enjoyed several slothful and decadent 
days in a rather plush hotel. The wedding was a splendid affair, 
taking place in a city called Drama to the north-east of Thessaloniki. 
We expected to have a good time and were not disappointed.

What we did not expect was our visit to the "healing mud bath". 
We followed a road sign and ended up being ushered along a 
corridor by a kind Greek lady who took pity on our inability to 
understand any of the signs and notices. We turned a corner and the 
sight which met our eyes will remain with me to my dying day. We 
were in a field containing a large pond of absolutely black mud in 
which a score or so of rather Rubenesque ladies were wallowing 
contentedly, completely coated in a layer of thick, black mud. The 
mud was so thick that it was impossible to sink, and any movement 
had to be achieved by pulling oneself along on ropes which crossed 
the pond. When time was called, we all dragged ourselves along the 
ropes to the wooden steps looking as if we had been spray-coated in 
black slime. Sadly, this enhanced rather than concealed those 
unwanted bumps and curves and we sidled along to the shower
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room, trying to look inconspicuous. Despite the powerful jets of 
water issuing from the ceiling, it took a long time to get rid of all the 
mud. It's quite surprising how many traps the human body contains 
for granules of mud and grit! However the effect on our skin was 
most beneficial and for several days thereafter we floated around like 
a true vision of loveliness.

Yes, I know you want to hear about the climbing, but please be 
patient and allow us our fleeting moment of glory before I get to 
Meteora where, alas, glory was in very short supply.

Meteora is a magnificent place, truly spectacular in scope, but the 
climbing is quite frightening. Well, actually, it's terrifying! The easier 
routes have hardly any protection and the harder routes look really 
hard. At one point I found myself traversing a broad ledge several 
hundred feet up, preceded by a herd of goats which were becoming 
increasingly anxious as they were being herded towards a point 
where there was no escape. The ledge narrowed down to nothing, so 
I decided to retreat, not wishing to be responsible for the death of a 
goat (or of myself, even). It was only later that we realized we were 
on the wrong route, and that it was much harder! I can't remember 
ever being so grateful to a bunch of smelly animals, even if they were 
fellow climbers.

Before leaving Meteora we visited a couple of the monasteries 
which are perched on top of the pinnacles and definitely worth 
seeing. We then packed up and headed for Varassova, an extensive 
limestone area on the coast, quite a long drive from Meteora. Here 
the rock was wonderful, the climbs were generously bolted and we 
did most of the easier routes. Unfortunately it was too hot to climb 
during the middle of the day, so we hadn't progressed very far up the 
grades when time ran out on us. There is a lot of climbing at 
Varassova, but late summer is not really the time to do it. There are 
some very long routes requiring a full day, but there are also single 
pitch routes.

Greece was a great experience. We loved the music and the 
dancing, people were friendly, the scenery was beautiful and for non- 
carnivores the selection of food was excellent. The cloud which 
loomed when we were unable to get gas canisters to fit our stoves 
and were therefore deprived of early morning tea, had a more than 
compensatory silver lining: - we were condemned to eating out every 
single night!
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Todra

Angela Soper

"I'm hot, very hot, but the heat is dry and I don't sweat. My feet cook 
in the over-tight shoes balanced on sharp edges. I hold a dusty crimp 
for my left hand and a sloping pocket for my right. My shoulder 
burns and I reflect on my stupidity in climbing without a T-shirt or 
sun cream. I swap my hands alternately into my chalkbag. The rope, 
clipped through a wire far below, disappears out of sight. 
Overwhelmed by this never-ending pitch on a sport climb without 
bolts, I pause and view the parched landscape.

No choice, must move up. Deep breath. More chalk. Feet high, 
fingers on crimps. Stand up. 'God please give me a bolt'. No sign of 
one, keep going. But I see a good wire placement. The nut slips in 
and I clip with relief. More confidently I make a couple more moves, 
and see at last the double bolts of a belay. Twenty feet of delicate and 
painful climbing on brittle holds gets me there. Made it".

These are the words of Colin writing for the Yorkshire 
Mountaineering Club. I understood exactly how he felt leading this 
third pitch because I was belaying him and my pitch had been just as 
scary. The crag was Poisson Sacre, in the upper Todra gorge of 
Morocco, the date February 2001.

Colin had discovered Todra the year before when exploring the 
High Atlas. He was greatly impressed by the towering walls of 
reddish limestone and the friendly people. He resolved to return with 
a team. For me his plan was an opportunity to climb in an exotic 
place with a strong climber who knew something about it. I joined 
him with enthusiasm. We flew to Marrakech via Casablanca and 
carried straight on with the 300km road journey using buses and 
decrepit taxis. As the road wound over the Atlas Mountains we could 
see moonlit snow. I remember stopping at an ancient berber cafe in 
Ouzazate at Sam and, amazingly, getting Moroccan dirhams from a 
modern 'hole in the wall'. It was light but still very cold as we drove 
through the oasis town of Tinehir to be dropped in the Todra gorge 
before anyone was awake.
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Eventually we arranged half board at the Hotel des Roches which 
is almost built into the gorge where the river rises and feeds into the 
oasis. By afternoon we were climbing, with the help of a borrowed 
guidebook in French. Les Jardins was ideal for our weary state, a well 
bolted sunny cliff beyond the narrow part of the gorge, warm rough 
slabs of sharp limestone, above once cultivated, now barren terraces, 
with views of bigger steeper crags on the other side.

Next morning we enjoyed a simple breakfast and watched the 
berber nomads water their sheep and goats while we waited for the 
sun to reach the Pilier Couchant. This feature rises from the 
narrowest part of the gorge and has several routes of about ten 
pitches. The guidebook advised us that only the first half of our route 
was bolted; we needed gear if we wanted to top out. It was a classic, 
steady F6a on excellent rock, and we shared it with two friendly 
Poles. We climbed in the sun but finished in the shadow on a rugged 
plateau with peaks in the distance and only just enough light to find 
the track down.

The Poisson Sacre, though, was a different proposition. It forms 
part of the wall of the valley beyond the gorge, an almost featureless 
300m vertical crag. The routes are hard to identify, bolts are few and 
far between and the rock is extremely variable, baked and brittle 
from the extremes of temperature. And the grades - F6b ranged from 
what we expected to 6b no way. Whoever was leading felt the 
outcome was always uncertain. Although we could see and hear 
people on the valley floor we knew we were very much alone.

On the same escarpment is L'Elephant, a crag of similar steepness 
but with more bolts and routes which are easier to locate, as they 
follow lines up the elephant's trunk and ears. It takes about half an 
hour to walk there up the screes, and the sun reaches it early. We 
climbed several three pitch routes, mostly steady, and abseiled off - 
no other option for descent. Colin led a wild crack line placing all his 
own protection. At the steepest point he yelled "watch me, it's like 
climbing on ginger biscuits."

Everywhere around Todra the landscape stirs a sense of primeval 
awe with its desert mountains, miles of rock, sparse vegetation and 
vivid blue sky. At night the caves are lit with the fires of nomads 
living in the way they have for centuries. One day on the way to a 
crag we passed a nomad sleeping by a boulder near his camel and
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her baby, very young and still fluffy. What can these people think 
about climbers? The sun was scorching but the air was very cold. 
Cathy had warned us to take duvet jackets for evenings as the hotels 
are unheated. We were prepared but the Polish climbers were not. 
They bought berber djellabahs to keep themselves warm and with 
the hoods up we did not recognize them.

The hotel was quiet in the evenings though very busy catering for 
coach parties in the middle of the day. After our meal of tazine or 
couscous, we would talk to Ibrahim, a young man whose father was 
the owner, and learn more about the history of Todra and the various 
lifestyles. He told us that when he was young there was no school for 
him to go to. Yet he spoke fluent Arabic, Berber, French, English, and 
some German, Spanish and Italian - and he had never been away 
from Morocco!

Further along the valley in the Petit Gorge were single pitch sport 
climbs, and climbers of various nationalities were addressing them, 
as they do. There were also bolted lines in the main gorge but these 
were never in the sun and always close to tourists and curious locals. 
There were long easy routes, hard traditional routes, endless 
possibilities for new routes, and unlimited places to explore on foot. 
We only literally scratched the surface of Todra, but it was an 
unforgettable experience. Again Colin's words "I close my eyes and 
I'm back on the Poisson Sacre, dry mouthed clinging onto crimps 
listening to Angela singing way below".
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Very Sunny 'Olidays

Jane Stedman

My big rucksack wedged across my knees blocked the view out of 
the bus window as I crouched in the least desirable seat behind the 
driver, trying to spot the village where I had to get out. "Chitikali?" I 
enquired and the 19 other passengers in the minibus confirmed that I 
had arrived and helped me to clamber into the heat dust and noise of 
a market day in Malawi.

I had taken a week off from my work at a teachers' college in 
Lilongwe, the capital, and traveled south, via Blantyre, the other big 
city, heading for mount Mulanje, an impressive volcanic plateau near 
the Mozambique border. As I shopped for fruit I could see its shape 
rearing up out of the trees and tea plantations, the top covered in 
clouds. Mount Mulanje dominates the surrounding plains and is 
famous for its ancient cedar trees, 'lost world' atmosphere and the

rivers which plunge down its sides 
through huge gorges.

The next stage was by 'matola' - a 
shared pick up truck, for the last 5-6 
miles up a dirt road to Likhubula 
village. An odd chap climbed in and 
greeted me affectionately. When the 
fares were collected he expected me 
to pay for him, causing much 
amusement for the other passengers. 
"He's my father" I joked in my best 
Chichewa.

It was late May, a good time to 
visit the mountains but not for 
bumping over dirt tracks in a pick 
up. I was glad to arrive at the 
Forestry Office where I made 
arrangements for booking of huts 
and hiring a porter. My porter Edwin 
was the chairman of the porters'MOT-^
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committee and spoke excellent English. He was a good guide and 
companion. We set off sweating at midday following a track through 
dense vegetation. From time to time we met forestry workers, some 
carrying 16 foot long planks down from the sawmills on the plateau. 
As it was cooling after a couple of hours we abruptly entered another 
world - the plateau - at about 7,000 feet. What a relief. An hour of 
gentle rambling through cloudy pine forest and we were at the 
Chambe hut, a large wooden building with a veranda where I was 
soon sitting with a cup of tea.

After a game of bao, a sort of mathematical board game played 
with stones, Edwin retired to the watchman's quarters. I hurried to 
finish cooking etc. as it was getting dark and there is no lighting in 
the huts. A young Canadian arrived and we chatted by candle and 
firelight of his plans to travel through Africa and my life as a 
volunteer. Then we went outside for the floorshow. The moon rose 
and threw a giant spotlight on the tremendous east face of Chambe, 
tomorrow's peak. I hugged myself in deep contentment.
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Next morning we left at 7.30 and wandered through gardens then 
pines to a small col where Chambe's long north shoulder dips down 
to the edge of the plateau. The next two hours were absolute heaven. 
Walking then scrambling over water worn slabs which gradually 
steepened into proper climbing at about Diff. The quartzy granite 
was bone dry with excellent friction, and there were stiff fibrous 
plants and moss to pull up on. Although red paint marks confirmed 
the route I would have got lost without a guide. Altitude and lack of 
fitness had me panting about 200 feet below the summit. A last sting 
in the tail; a short steep wall, an awkward stride around a corner, and 
then clambering over boulders towards a cairn on the skyline. A 
rusty iron post set in crumbling concrete and the biggest view in the 
world - it was the summit! On one side orangey brown plains with 
rice and maize fields, green tea estates and plumes of wood smoke. 
Far away north I could just see a lake and strange jagged ridges 
rising up from the flat earth. On the other side Chambe's east face 
plummeted to a carpet of forest. There are 2000ft long rock climbs 
here although you would have to be both brave and fast to get up 
and down before dark. We sat and chatted on the summit and 
swapped nuts and bananas before turning to the descent. This was 
not quite the same as the first fine careless rapture of the ascent and 
my knees were feeling their age when I got back to the hut.

I had delightful company that night. Monica, an Irish woman who 
had lived in Malawi for years. She obviously knew the ropes and 
impressed me by slapping a raw steak straight onto the bars of the 
fire. For breakfast she produced toast by the same method.

We walked round to the next hut, touchily, together and enjoyed 
glimpses of rocky peaks through the light cloud. The scale and 
general feel of the landscape up on the plateau was a bit like 
Scotland, and a bit like the Pyrenees.

The next day was the big one - Sapitwa at 9,847 feet the highest 
peak on Mulanje. It name translates as 'don't go there'! It's a long day 
as it is not close to any hut. We retraced our steps from yesterday for 
a couple of hours, then turned uphill on a faint track and started the 
slogging. Another hour or so brought us to the crest of a ridge, but 
this was far from the summit. We then wandered about in a chaotic 
jumble of boulders crawling under branches, past caves and scree 
slopes until I was disorientated. More red blobs (apparently painted 
by British students) appeared. It was hard work keeping up with
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Edwin's pace. A last steep little scramble brought us to the summit. 
Sapitwa certainly lives up to its name. It was too cloudy for much of 
a view beyond the lunar landscape of the summit and we didn't hang 
about. I was feeling well knackered on the way back to the hut. We 
passed a strange grey sausage like object on the track, which had 
been there yesterday. "Edwin, what's that?" "It's the spoor of a 
leopard". Blood curdling leopard and hyena stories followed. My 
aching legs speeded up and we got back at 4pm. That night I stayed a 
full 12 hours in the hut. No way was I going to walk 50 yards in the 
pitch dark to the latrine.

The next 2 days were very pleasant walking back to the forestry 
office via another large, comfortable hut, the Lichenya. The icing on 
the cake was a swim in the beautiful rock pools and waterfalls of the 
Likhubula River at the very end of the trip.

5.

Chambe's magnificent East Face by moonlight from the Khonde (verandah)
of the Chame Hut.
The route follows the RH skyline more or less.
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Another bumpy ride in a lorry then a lift in a truck and that 
afternoon I was sitting in a friend's garden in Mulange village 
admiring the stunning view of the mountain. It had not been the 
longest or hardest trip of my life, but nothing has given me more 
satisfaction. I gradually came to realize that it was other people who 
had made the trip so special for me. Local people gave hospitality, 
lifts and directions in a country without maps, signposts or street 
names. I felt safe and welcome everywhere.

My friend arrived home from work and I began to pour out my 
story. "Oh guess what?" she interrupted, "Dave took his parents to a 
safari park and they got chased by a lion"!

No contest.
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Stok Kangri 20,000 ft (6000m)

Alison Higham

'How about a 20,000 ft peak for the year 2000?' These were Kate's 
words at the LSCC AGM when she was proposing a Club trip to 
Ladakh. Should I go? Could I do it? I was certainly attracted to the 
idea.

After a year of planning the trip was on and at Sam one morning 
in July I found myself at Glasgow airport with three friends ready to 
go. In order to get fit and acclimatise we had split into four different 
trekking groups, each group would trek independently with different 
levels of support and meet up in Leh on Augustl to climb Stok 
Kangri.

Mary, Margaret, Marion and I were planning to trek unsupported 
through the Markha Valley which would take about nine days and 
cross two high passes one of 5200m so we ought to be fit and 
acclimatised for our 6000m peak.

Leh is at 3500m and as we struggled with our big sacks from the 
airport taxi to the guesthouse we wondered how we were going to 
carry these sacks for nine days. However, after three days exploring 
locally, we were breathing easily and ready to go. The scenery was 
magnificent, stark contorted crags, dry stony valleys suddenly green 
where precious flat areas had been irrigated and chortons with 
prayer flags outside every village.

On day three we were very relieved to be taking summit photos on 
our first pass at 4800m without suffering adversely from the altitude. 
One American woman there took our photo and wanted to know how 
old we were and why we weren't using ponies! A superb day 
walking down a spectacular gorge took us into the Markha Valley. It 
was hot and dusty and we didn't get as far as we'd hoped each day 
but at least most of the difficult river crossings were bridged. Many 
of the small settlements seemed deserted but we soon discovered that 
families were at summer camps in high pastures with their sheep and 
cattle and some of the young men were away working as pony men 
for trekking parties. At one village every one, young and old, was out 
repairing stone walls and building flood defences as there had been a
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great deal of unseasonable rain which had damaged their precious 
fields. One evening we were treated to a spectacular rainbow but the 
heavy rain preceding it was a little worrying as we had rivers to 
cross. Next evening and night there was much more rain and we 
delayed leaving until it had stopped. We then carefully crossed the 
swiftest and widest river yet and started to gain height towards the 
Gongmaru La at 5200m.

From here we were to descend through another gorge and walk 
out the next day to the road end near Hemis to catch a bus back to 
Leh. However, after a short descent, at the entrance to the gorge we 
met three accompanied trekking parties all waiting for the chocolate 
brown rushing waters to subside before descending. We waited too! 
Early the next morning, we nervously followed two parties into the 
gorge. The brown swirling water had to be crossed several times. It 
was cold and up to our thighs in places. After a while we caught up 
with the trekking parties and continued down with them in a 
confused mix of ponies, pony men, clients, trek leaders and camp 
helpers. At least there were many helping hands and the atmosphere 
lightened considerably. Eventually, after several hours we emerged 
from the gorge into a wider valley where we could stop, relax, eat a 
long overdue lunch and empty the gravel from our boots. We had 
planned to be in Leh that night but were too tired to make it out so 
we camped and continued early the next day. This caused the other 
three LSCC groups some anxiety but they were relieved to see us 
stagger in next morning and we celebrated with 'kaffee und kuchen' 
at the German Bakery.

This should have been a complete rest day. Never mind, half a day 
would have to do. We washed clothes, repacked our bags for the 
mountain and in the evening met up with the others for a meal and a 
chance to exchange experiences. Some were going home but ten of us 
were continuing to Stok Kangri. This part of the trip was to be 
supported - a real holiday - only a day pack to carry and someone 
else to do the navigating, great!

The jeep drive from Leh to Matho, where we met our support team 
was longer than usual as the first bridge we had to cross had been 
washed away. Spirits were high as we watched our ponies being 
loaded and started our 3-day walk to base. However, a day of snow, 
which confined us to our tents on day two, soon sobered us up and 
we reflected that we had used our spare summit day. Would we still
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be successful? Luckily from then on the weather was good. We 
walked to camp 2 over three cols with stunning views and from there 
the next day to base camp. Base camp was crowded but some parties 
were resting and others descending. We were the only large party 
going up the next day. At advance base we had our own Puja 
ceremony when prayers were said for a successful ascent. Noodle 
soup at 3.00am was not very appetising but I knew I needed the 
liquid. Tea followed and I struggled to drink it as I put on my boots. 
We staggered out and crossed the glacier in the dark following a line 
of bobbing head torches. Marion was feeling the altitude so our 
group maintained a slow but steady pace up through the rocks and 
scree to the ridge. Here the going was easier; some scrambling, some 
snow but mostly exposed walking, upwards always upwards. 
Suddenly we met the first group coming down. 'You're nearly there', 
they said and sure enough one last steep snow section and there were 
the prayer flags. We had made it, 20,000ft in the year 2000. Our smiles 
said it all and the party at base camp went on well into the night.

The summit ofStok Kangri 6000m
Left to right
Alison Higham Karin Froebel Marion Boyle
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BIRTHS AND DEATHS

BIRTHS

Mary French 
A son - Jay - June 2002

Kath Davis 
A son - Mathew - June 2002

Rachel Barker 
A son - Luke - April 2002

Ann Freund 
A daughter - Katie - September 2001

Louise Pellet 
A daughter - Katherine - August 2001

Maggie Rae 
A daughter - Evelyn - February 2000

DEATHS

Edith Bennett - 2002

Majorie Wood - August 2001

Ada Shaw - December 2000

Jan Richardson March 2000

Fiona Steers - May 1997
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Edith Bennett: 1904 -2002

Pinnacle Club: 1933 - 2002

Edith Bennett, who was our longest surviving member, joined the 
Club in 1933. She and her husband Frank Bennett formed one of 
several long term links the Pinnacle Club has had with the Rucksack 
Club since its inception. Edith first met Frank in 1926. At that time 
Frank was already a climber and he found himself having to 
apologetically explain to her that he was going away to the 
Dolomites for a week to climb and would have to leave Edith behind. 
Not to be outdone, Edith and her friend Nora Tothill took themselves 
off to Glencoe and taught themselves the basics of climbing, so that in 
future she would be able to accompany Frank in the mountains they 
both loved.

During the next few years Edith and Frank climbed regularly in 
North Wales and the Lakes where they would stay at Turner Hall 
farm in the Duddon Valley, next door to where High Moss, the 
Rucksack Club hut, was to be built. They also climbed in the 
Pyrenees. During this period she met Eunice Jennings, who first 
introduced her to thePinnacle Club. The following quotation is from 
a letter she sent to Shirley Angell when Shirley was busy collecting 
information about members for her history of the Pinnacle Club.

"Eunice and I met through our husbands who were both members 
of the Rucksack Club. We used to spend camping and climbing 
weekends together......once Eunice had a bath in the snow on the
Glyders just for the hell of it! Sadly she died very young. I remember 
having to give the news at one very snowy Easter Meet at Wasdale. 
After that I climbed with Annette Wilson who became a very close 
friend."

Edith is pictured second from the right in the photograph on page 
45 of Shirley's book.

THE PINNACLE CLUB JOURNAL 2000-2002 89

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved



OBITUARIES

Edith and her friend Mamie Bett also belonged to a loose group of 
Peak District walkers based in Manchester and known as the YMCA 
gang. Other friends who joined Edith and Frank on these walks 
included such well known Rucksackers as Phillip Brockbank and 
Frank Kiernan.

In 1934 Edith and Frank were married. They had two children, 
Neil and Anne, and settled as close to the Peak District as the 
distance from Frank's work allowed, though holidays with the 
children in the Lakes and Wales continued. In 1986 when Edith was 
82, they moved to Peebles, which proved most successful. Frank died 
recently in 2000.

Though less active with the Club in the later years Edith remained 
an enthusiastic member all her life, and her daughter Anne 
remembers well the regular arrival of Pinnacle Club publications.

Sally Kier

Cheers to Jan Richardson!

Pinnacle Club: 1999 - 2000

When I first met Jan at our club hut in Snowdonia well you 
couldn't fail to notice her really. It wasn't just her infectious smile. 
Many of us sling our climbing sacks in our car boots in case we 
happen upon an unexpected ray of sunshine and a willing partner. 
But this lady went one further. She always seemed to have a canoe 
with her as well!

Even before she discovered our club, I think Jan had learned it was 
far better to live one day as a tiger than a year as a sheep. In the 
Pinnacle Club she rejoiced to find like-minded women. Action 
women with a zest for life who like to pop into a tea shop once in a 
while.

Because of this hunger to explore some of life's richest experiences 
we sometimes put ourselves in situations and places of high risk. But 
these are special places, often closer to nature, wild and remote. 
Many people don't even know they exist. But we and others like us 
seek them out and in doing so, discover ourselves.
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I've known Jan through some low moments. Hesitations at 
crossroads and tears over bumpy bits in her life. We've seen her 
stride over these challenges and find a clearer path ahead.

At Xmas 1999, a few months before we lost her on Ben Nevis, we 
climbed as a group in Spain. Jan was on top form. 'Climbing like a 
demon' we all said, in those odd size black and pink lasers she 
managed to get by the local shop assistant.

Maggie Ingram, Terry O'Donnell, Jan Richardson and Yvonne Colwell on 
the Bernia Ridge, Calpe, Spain. December 1999

I'll remember her best on the Bernia Ridge, belaying us all safely 
across the crux knife-edge of rock with hundreds of feet drop to her 
right and a big smile on her face. Oh, and I sometimes remember how 
she could laugh and laugh whenever I hear a donkey!

Yvonne Colwell
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BOOK REVIEWS

Trekking and climbing in Nepal
25 adventure treks in the mighty Himalaya
by Steve Razetti 
Stockpole Press

This excellent book describes 25 treks and 12 climbing peaks covering 
the whole of Nepal. The treks include the popular favourites such as 
the Annapurna circuit but also some inspiring ideas for adventurous 
treks into the more remote and untravelled areas. Take a look at the 
treks in the west of Nepal in Humla and Dolpo (Maoists permitting!) 
or the Daulagiri circuit or around Manaslu. It is ideal for those who 
wish to plan their own trek and get off the beaten track.

Information is given about permits, restricted areas and styles of 
trekking, from tea-houses to back-packing (not recommended). The 
12 peaks selected fit in with the treks, and though brief, the 
descriptions give the bare essentials of the route.

The maps seem pretty good (for maps of Nepal!) and the excellent 
photos give a good impression of life on trek, the wonderful scenery 
and the beautiful people.

There is good advice too about looking after your staff - "treat 
them as well as your companions and look after them." Something 
unfortunately neglected by some trekkers, occasionally with tragic 
consequences.

There is an interesting section about Nepal, its history and people, 
although this has unfortunately suffered tragic changes this year and 
no doubt will continue to do so for some time yet. There is a useful 
list of websites for obtaining up to date information about everything 
from the political situation to the state of the trails.

So overall this is an excellent book, well-produced, informative 
and inspiring. It makes you want to plan a trek and get out there!

Gill Nisbet
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Tigers of the Snow
by Jonathan Neale.
Little, Brown. £18.99 Hardback.

The sub-title of this book is "How one fateful climb made the Sherpas 
mountaineering legends". The thesis is that when the 1934 German 
expedition to Nanga Parbat was hit by a storm near the summit "the 
Germans broke the unwritten rule of Himalayan mountaineering and 
headed down alone...From that point on, the Sherpas were the 
decent and responsible people on the mountain".

It doesn't really matter whether you accept that this one climb 
influenced the Sherpas to develop from manual labour to mountain 
guides, after all Sherpa mountaineering as such was in its infancy 
and there would have been a steep learning curve at the time. Neale 
presents evidence of mistakes, poor judgement and bad behaviour on 
the part of the German and Austrian climbers that led to the deaths 
of four Sherpas and three of their own. The nature of the evidence is 
interesting, since it pits the printed record of the Europeans against 
the oral and anecdotal tradition of the Sherpas. The western reader is 
likely to prefer an account written at the time to one that has been 
held in the memories of old men for nearly seventy years but we 
should resist, for there were strong reasons for the German survivors 
to present a sanitised account. Neale states that, because it was not 
done for sahibs and Sherpas to share a tent, the Sherpas were made 
to sleep outside in the snow throughout the days and nights of the 
hurricane. He further asserts that, during the stormbound retreat, 
Schneider and Aschenbrenner abandoned three healthy but relatively 
unskilled porters and saved their own skins.

In the days of empire Nanga Parbat must have been one of the 
most accessible of the great peaks for the British. Odd then that we 
have never taken much interest either in climbing it, other than the 
earliest exploration, or in reading about it, other than three relatively 
short chapters of Buhl's pilgrimage. So it is useful for the reader in 
English to have the pre-Buhlian history of the mountain drawn 
together in one place and scrutinised rather more closely than in 
some earlier accounts.

Criticism in the treatment of Sherpas is not restricted to the 1934 
expedition nor to the Germans of the thirties. Those for whom 
Mallory and Tilman can do no wrong will, no doubt, be offended by
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the book. Expeditions in general are found to have treated their 
porters as willing children but ultimately to have been uncaring, as 
witnessed by the unequal distribution of rations and equipment 
between Europeans and Sherpas that was standard practice at the 
time. Neale asserts that on a standard expedition ration of 1800 
calories per day many of the porters suffered from malnutrition. Only 
the Swiss and to some extent the Americans and Hillary escape 
severe censure. Although Neale does not make the point, there was 
one contrasting factor in the history of the British and Germans on 
the one hand and the Swiss, Americans and New Zealanders on the 
other, and that was a recent colonial past. In this respect it would 
have been interesting to have included impressions of the French and 
Italian expeditions though these were principally from earlier and 
later periods.

There are some annoying errors of the 'Frank' Mummery type 
(sic). The author's own person appears rather too often in his striving 
desire for openness about his sources. But overall these peccadilloes 
should be viewed against the background of a greater message that 
remains pertinent today. Which of us has not seen an expedition 
applying dual standards to its western and eastern members and 
which of us can claim to be entirely without sin? There is a lesson in 
this book for all of us.

Anne M. Poster

High Achiever: The Life and Times of Chris Bonnington
by Jim Cur ran 
Mountaineers Books

Few people are better placed to write a biography of Sir Chris than 
Jim Curran. So this book can only be described as a wasted 
opportunity. It is extraordinarily unrevealing. Whilst there are a 
couple of amusing anecdotes that send up the great man, these are 
very mild and the work is clearly that of an author who is too in awe 
of his subject to tell anything other than what we already know. 
Although the drawings are very charming Bonnington's own books 
are far more informative.

Judith Brown 
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The Essential Hillwalkers Guide
by Kevin Walker and Peter Steele 
Constable. £ 9.99

This book describes itself as everything you need to know for safe, 
enjoyable hillwalking. However we found it served much better as a 
item of after dinner amusement since despite its seemingly mundane 
subject matter it had us all under the table in fits of laughter in the 
hut. Especially fascinating was the medical section where piercing 
the tongue and tying to the trouser belt was the recommended 
method of keeping open a patient's airway, and in depth advice was 
given on avoidance of frostnip of the penis. To be fair there is also a 
section on "women's problems", to be specific: ovarian pain, ectopic 
pregnancy, miscarriage and salpingitis. You'll be relieved to know we 
have such a short list!

On the whole though this book is definitely thorough. In fact it 
covers such a wide variety of topics from the merits of various socks 
to what to do if your friends are stoned one can only marvel that it 
does not fill volumes. The general consensus was that although you 
might not learn a great deal of practical use it might be a good book 
to take on an expedition as it's quite small and full of laughs.

Julie Carter

Classic Treks: The Most Spectacular Walks in the World
Edited by Bill Birkett 
Bullfinch Press

This is a lovely coffee table book that is also full of useful 
information. Covering 30 treks worldwide it has a very user friendly 
layout, is concise, and easy to read. It has information often missing 
from other guides such as local political situations and crime rates, 
which might affect your trip. The photographs are stunning and if 
you are not inspired by at least some of the chapters you must be 
hard to please. Our only quibble reading it around the table in Cwm 
Dyli was whether the West Highland Way and Coast to Coast walk 
(the 2 U.K. entries) really qualify to be in the same book as the John 
Muir trail.

Judith Brown
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Touching My Father's Soul
by Jamling Tenzing Norgay 
Ebury Press. £16.99 Hardback.

Foreword by His Holiness The Dalai Lama. Introduction by Jon 
Krakauer.

The father is Tenzing Norgay, hero of Everest 1935 to 1953 who, 
unlike many climbing Sherpas, had a long life. Nevertheless, when 
he died Jamling was still a young man, living far away, who came to 
feel that many things were left unsaid. Many western readers will 
identify with this. Few will have the opportunity to rectify matters 
simply by climbing the big hill. Jamling tells the story of his father's 
life and times on Everest against the background of his own ascent. 
Since the latter took place in the spring of 1996 it was an eventful 
setting. Don't switch off! Like me, you may already have read more 
than you ever intended about the Hall and Fisher tragedy, but how 
much have you read about the Sherpa view of this mountain, or any 
other, or any other anything?

There is minimal reworking of the well known facts of the debacle. 
Jamling himself was slightly detached, as a climbing member of 
David Breashears' IMAX filming expedition that was on the 
mountain at the same time as those which lost members. More 
interesting is Jamling's view of western expeditions, their members' 
actions and motives and their effect on the lives and families of the 
Sherpas who make the whole thing possible and who suffer a 
disproportionate number of casualties. In the gentle way of the 
Sherpa he stops short of criticism, the nearest being "We notice these 
things".

There are fascinating glimpses of Tenzing's life; his not-so- 
religious years as a boy-monk at Rongbuk and his later close 
friendships with Swiss climber Raymond Lambert and with Prime 
Minister Nehru. There is Tenzing's involvement in the political and 
nationalistic fallout from the Everest ascent, in particular the furore, 
incomprehensible to most mountaineers, over whether Hillary or 
Tenzing actually stepped on the summit first.

For me the most fascinating parts were Jamling's own views of 
Sherpa Buddhist beliefs and traditional rituals. Having lived for ten 
years in the U.S. before returning to Darjeeling, Jamling admits to 
considerable agnosticism until, that is, he is confronted by a trip to
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the great mountain. Discussions of the divinations and blessings he 
received and the actions he took to mitigate the offence to the Everest 
goddess Miyolangsangma are sprinkled liberally through the pages 
along with notes on such topics as the Buddhist view of reincarnation 
and the precious nature of human life. The book provides an insight 
into the Sherpa way of life which makes it essential reading for 
anyone who travels with or among the Sherpa people.

A. Guest

The Climber's Handbook
by Garth Hattingh
New Holland 2000,155 pages

This is a beautifully produced book, with stunning photos and clear 
illustrations, good use of boxes and attractive layout. However in 
only 155 pages it cannot possibly provide the detail needed for a 
truly useful handbook on the wide range of topics it addresses. The 
background on history and environment do set the scene 
interestingly, but trying to be all things to all climbers (from wall, to 
sport, to traditional, to Big Wall, to Alpine, to major expeditions, not 
to mention navigation, first aid and rescue) means that the detail 
needed to use this book as a learning tool (isn't that what a handbook 
is?) is patchy. For example rock boots are mentioned only in the 
sport climbing section, in a little over 100 words, while two full pages 
of writing and illustration are devoted to bolts. It also means that to 
get to grips with the more involved and sophisticated techniques you 
need to be familiar with them already to understand the illustrations 
and descriptions.

Thus this book falls between two stools, too ambitious and 
extensive for an introductory handbook, too concise and selective for 
real instruction in unfamiliar areas or advanced techniques. As a 
general overview for the curious it works well, and can be enjoyed by 
those who wonder what all this climbing is about and it will certainly 
whet their appetites.

Fern Levy
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