
GUIDING

GWEN MOFFAT

I T is nice to be able to write something truthful for a change 
about guiding : the unvarnished truth. Editors of news 
papers and magazines have a pet request to me : ' Couldn't 

you make it a little more sensational ? ' And if I give them a 
verbal synopsis of a proposed article, they pick on the strangest 
incidents to elaborate. And how they love the phrase * plunging 
abyss ' or something similar ! I make no excuses ; who doesn't 
like money (an extra week in the Alps, a new duvet against those 
grim bivouacs ?), but it's still a pleasant relaxation to tell the 
truth.

Other people know better than I how I became a guide, but 
few people know how terrified I was when I started my first 
professional engagements. I imagined I would be asked even 
ordered to take clients up very severes, in nails, on the most 
atrocious days ; that everyone would fall off; that I would lose 
countless clients in unknown country in mist and search parties 
would be called out . . .

My first effort to use a prismatic compass (after I had tried 
to learn the fundamentals over a bottle of Beaujolais when 
swotting for the guides' certificate) was on a grey January day 
in Glencoe. Lees and I had plotted my course the previous 
evening : the circuit of the Lost Glen from Bheinn Fhada to 
Gearr Aonach. Except for the summit of Bidean it was un 
known country to me. I strode purposefully away from Black 
Rock, and trotted round the circuit in thick mist and a mild 
blizzard. I hesitated for a while at the steep tower of Sgurr 
Screamhach, galloped down off Bidean to check, dismayed, on 
the top of Church Door Buttress (that was one of Lees' readings) 
cut steps off Stob Coire nan Lochan into darkness, and returned 
to Black Rock happily envisaging the anxious time Lees had 
been through worrying about me. Black Rock was locked and 
I couldn't find the key. I ran him to earth in Kingshouse un 
concernedly drinking beer. I was supposed to be able to look 
after myself now.

I was working for the Mountaineering Association that 
summer. I spent the rest of the winter in Fort William driving 
a travelling shop during the week, climbing or walking on

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved

Journal No. 08 1951_1958



GUIDING 75

Sundays. The walks were always solo, sometimes in good 
weather, often in mist and driving snow. I grew very fit, but 
as May drew near, I was terrified.

My courses were to be mixed and the majority of the 
students would be young. I wondered what their reaction 
would be to a woman guide. Another worry was that I knew 
I must make no mistakes. One accident, and everyone would 
say : ' That's what comes of having a woman as a guide ! ' The 
men could afford to have the occasional slip, but not I. They 
would watch me like hawks.

I arrived in Langdale to be confronted by four or five 
enthusiastic young men. I took them up Middlefell Buttress : 
all of us on one rope and one came off on Curtain Wall, 
pulling me against a rock and gashing my shin. I told them 
that that showed the advantages of dynamic posture. Such 
phrases would mean an explanatory lecture in the evening, 
which (until I'd learnt to understand Tarbuck myself) went very 
well, as the students lectured and I listened.

Already, on Middlefell, I'd discovered two things. One 
was that I couldn't take more than two novices on my rope, 
and the second : that they'd lost any confidence they may have 
had in me. It was too easy, too slow, and very boring. So I 
took them to Gwynn's Chimney. Then they discovered some 
thing. That, because they climbed faster, or at least as fast as 
the leader, it didn't mean they were as good. The smoothness 
of that last pitch had a remarkably chastening effect and the 
atmosphere changed completely. I reflected with pleasure, as 
they struggled and groped, and sparks flew from their tricounis, 
that now we could get down to work and enjoy it.

A pattern was established quickly with all the courses. In 
Langdale we would go to Scout Crag the first day, where usually 
I could have two ropes going up the cliff at the same time, 
myself leading each rope alternately : leaving one second en 
sconced on his belay to bring up the third man, while I nipped 
across to lead the next pitch for the other rope. They graduated 
from Scout to Bowfell Buttress and Gimmer. In the case of a 
day on Bowfell with Intermediate courses, I would have two 
men walking from Red Tarn to Bowfell while I took the other 
two up the Band to the Buttress. We would all rendezvous on

© Pinnacle Club and Author All Rights Reserved

Journal No. 08 1951_1958



? GUIDING

the summit and my pair reversed the walk to Red Tarn while I 
took the other two up the Buttress again. If there were time 
the second pair would follow up Plaque or the Cambridge 
Climb (a route which astonished and delighted me by its 
unexpectedness the first time that I did it). Often, looking 
round towards the end of the day, we discovered oddly pleasant 
little routes : climbs like the Neckband and Harristickorner and 
Waller's Crack. The latter I did on a top rope as a demonstration, 
shedding most of my clothes in the process, which, thrown out 
from the depths of the crack, were caught by the wind and 
floated gently over Dungeon Ghyll to the astonishment of some 
rather respectable walkers.

Beginners' courses, with eight to handle, were difficult to 
cope with on rock away from Scout or Tarn Crag. We spent 
the wet days walking on navigation exercises. Ignoring paths 
and with the compass in my hand, I plodded round the Pikes at 
the head of my bedraggled caravans, often lost, but always 
containing myself until I sighted a familiar landmark. Once, 
when we came down to Angle Tarn (and it took me long enough 
to recognise that!) instead of Rossett Ghyll, I brazenly admitted 
my mistake to prove that none should be over-confident.

The weather was very bad that summer. I was camping in 
Langdale, and after several weeks of coming home each evening 
soaked, and having to prepare my meal and crawl into a damp 
sleeping bag, I was looking forward to a proper bed, somewhere 
to dry my clothes, and warm evenings under a roof. I had all 
this when I went to Skye for more courses and took up residence 
at Glen Brittle Youth Hostel.

For a week or so the weather was good. I climbed with 
private clients at first, not only on Skye, but going back to 
Nevis and Glencoe for brief periods. I had three wonderful 
days with Monica Jackson at Black Rock, when we explored the 
west face of the Aonach Dubh and reversed my old circuit of 
the Lost Glen in a heat wave. We ' found ', too, the east face of 
the Aonach Dubh which was strange and delightful to both of 
us, and I returned, over-confident, to Glen Brittle where I 
promptly lost another client in Coire Lagan. At least, we were 
lost together, trying to find Collie's in thick mist. After several 
hours during which, at one time, we stood on Bealach Coire
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Lagan and identified it as the south-west ridge of Sgumain, we 
were just about to start up Collies' when the mist parted and we 
found we were on the Lagan Buttress of Sgurr Dearg.

The six weeks I spent on Skye were never without incident. 
During the first week we made a film for the M.A. and learnt to 
climb. I discovered a solution to the problem of climbing on 
the Cuillin with five novices. I was lucky enough to weed out 
two leaders during the first day's practice on the roches 
moutonnees in Coire Lagan. Lucky, too, to have seen the pos 
sibilities in that easy sweep of rock at the head of Coire Banadich. 
Here, with the cameraman soloing competently up easy gullies, 
I had my two ropes on easy moderate lines aiming for the main 
ridge, while I ran back and forth at the heads of the ropes, 
spying out the next pitches. Animal similes come to mind from 
that first week : in the film I looked like a dissipated hawk 
crouched, peering down at my students ; in action on the slabs 
I was like a frantic sheepdog.

I shall regret always that the camera wasn't there the day we 
descended Cioch Gully in a storm. It was several courses later 
and I was the leader of two ropes going up to do Amphitheatre 
Arete. We passed the foot of Cioch gully and it was dry. Then 
the downpour got under way and the temperature dropped. 
We had done several pitches of the Arete and the rain had 
penetrated to the most uncomfortable part my lumbar region  
and the girl with me was not looking too well, when I decided 
to retreat. So we climbed down to Cioch gully which was now 
a rushing torrent. We descended to the top of the first pitch 
where the torrent leapt over the lip in an impressive waterfall, 
and I belayed firmly in the bed of the gully. As the first man 
went down, he disappeared from view completely, waves break 
ing over him, then his head emerged, sleek and gleaming like a 
seal's, only to vanish again under white foam. When my turn 
came at the end I was painfully aware that I had no top rope, 
and that the force of the water at the belay was considerable.

I lowered myself over the edge, the waterfall mounting my 
back until I was under : blinded, deafened, and doing my best 
to concentrate on my feet and hands. Water battered my head 
and shoulders and the noise was extremely confusing. At the 
time it didn't surprise me that there was no amusement from
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below. The faces watching were tense with anxiety. I was 
anxious myself.

It wasn't the only time I returned to the hostel without a dry 
stitch on me. Days set in when it rained continually ; the ropes 
above the hostel stove were crowded with wet clothes and one 
night I found a sock in the soup.

Some days were really too bad for anything and then we 
talked (talks grandly described as * lectures ' on the report forms) 
and gorged ourselves on Mrs. Campbell's magnificent meals. 
Other days, when it cleared for a while, we went down to the 
sea cliffs for abseiling. There was one place where, if you 
abseiled when the tide was coming in and it was rough, you had 
to wait for the last big roller to recede, descend quickly and try 
to disentangle yourself before you were caught by the next wave. 
Often these were big enough to break over the head of the 
unfortunate who was being held prisoner by the safety rope and 
the nasty person on top.

One day, walking to Coruisk, a gale got up from the south 
west which was so strong that I thought we should never be 
able to face it if we tried to return by the coast. So we just 
walked round the Cuillin and caught a bus back from Sligachan. 
That day the outlet from Scavaig was in flood and we forded it 
in a chain with the girls in the middle.

The Skye courses ended officially on a Saturday, and on the 
same day a Langdale course was due to start. I liked to be at 
the centre to welcome the students on the day they arrived, but 
on this occasion I was going to be hard pressed and decided to 
compromise and start work on the Sunday. I sped southwards 
by bus and train, to reach Kendal in the small hours of Sunday 
morning where I sat on the steps of a deserted cinema staring at 
the rain and reflecting that it was a miserable way to spend a 
birthday. Then I remembered my sleeping bag and, finding a 
timber yard beside the river, lay down on some planks and went 
to sleep.

I had one or two more courses to do before I went to the 
Alps, but the weather, if possible, deteriorated. My old field 
was under hay but Myers let me camp behind his house where 
the only shelter I could find was in the lee of a wall and beside a 
stream. As the days progressed the stream rose. I started to
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feel tired in the evenings and had little energy left to cook. For 
a week I lived on bread and cheese. All my clothes were damp, 
if not soaked, and still the stream rose. One night I woke to 
find that water had seeped up through the holes in the ground- 
sheet and the sleeping bag was cold and soggy, (I bought a Lilo 
the following season). I got through the next day but suddenly 
I had an attack of nerves on Crescent Climb on Pavey Ark. 
' This,' I thought, ' is the end ! I'm afraid of a Moderate ! ' I 
trembled the rest of the way up Pavey and returned to the tent. 
In the night the stream burst its banks, and as I lay in an inch or 
so of water, sick to death of climbing, a cow put her head under 
the tent and ripped it from top to bottom.

Next morning I moved into the Old Dungeon Ghyll.
Those last three days before the Alps were a holiday in them 

selves. I slept in a proper bed with sheets for the first time in 
three months, I dried all my clothes on the hot tank until they 
crackled, and I had second and third helpings pressed on me at 
every meal. I can remember those dinners now : three of them : 
roast pork, roast beef and roast chicken !

After the Alps I worked in Borrowdale, which is a very good 
centre for large courses, the cliffs being small and accessible on 
the whole. I discovered Shepherd's Crag and even discovered 
some of the climbs ; found Raven Crag Buttress, Troutdale 
Pinnacle, Columba's Bastion, Gillercombe Buttress, Bowder- 
stone Pinnacle all delightful routes for students on Inter 
mediate or Post Training courses. And then, with beginners, I 
spent a hilarious afternoon in the labyrinths of the Rat Hole.

My accommodation was a barn at Rosthwaite which I shared 
with three cats and six kittens, a turkey hen and chicks, and a 
bull. The bull who was aggressive and who stood just below 
me, spent the nights sharpening his horns on the side of the 
byre, so that the floor vibrated continuously and I and the 
cats (who slept, of course, all nine of them, on top of me) 
vibrated in sympathy.

That was the first season, and it ended with my going to the 
Borrowdale Hotel as resident guide, which sounded very good 
when I introduced myself to guests as I took them their early 
morning tea (in naval jersey, slacks and espadrilks).

Actually I did the gardening.
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Since then I've had a wide variety of clients, from the best 
(occasionally the tiger cub ; often older people who climb quite 
well but don't want to lead because of family responsibilities) to 
the worst. The worst isn't very bad : newspaper reporters who 
are so eager before, terrified at the time, and proud afterwards. 
There are the very slow people not on the climb, but coming 
downhill and the very heavy . . . But they all enjoy it and 
since the second qualification of a guide must be patience, one 
gets used to descending Tryfan in two hours flat (there are 
usually flowers and birds, and there is always conversation).

There are times when it becomes a little boring, when the 
old burns across the back are wakened into new and painful lire 
by fresh pressure, but such episodes are remembered only as cold 
facts. They are swamped by other memories : of pure joy in 
the eyes of natural climbers on their first climb and the wonder 
at the end of it, memories of elderly people carefully and neatly 
coming up Cneifion Arete, or looking at the cushions of moss 
campion on the Kitchen cliffs.

It's a pleasant profession where you can make other people 
happy merely by doing something you enjoy yourself.
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