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PROLOGUE

Alone



It’s the summer of 1983. I’m twenty years old, standing alone by the side of the road. The sun is blazing over the beautiful mountains of Snowdonia in North Wales. The Llanberis Pass snakes down from the slopes of Snowdon itself, flanked on both sides by some of the greatest and most historic cliffs in the country: Dinas Mot, Carreg Wastad, Clogwyn y Grochan, Cyrn Las and above me, the greatest of them all. A towering pyramid of stone dominates the skyline a quarter of a mile up the steep rocky hillside – Dinas Cromlech. Two huge black walls, almost a hundred and fifty feet high, dominate centre of the crag, forming an open book. This is where the best climbers of the last hundred years have added the greatest climbs.

I look up. It’s midweek and the crag is practically deserted. I see only two climbers just starting up a long, easy route on the more broken rock on the left-hand side. I pick up my rucksack, heavy with ropes, climbing hardware, rock boots, chalk bag and harness, and begin the hot slog up to the cliff above.

I know what’s coming, but I’m keeping it a secret from myself.

I promised myself I wouldn’t do this again. I had decided to take a step back for a bit. Only yesterday I’d fought my way up one of the most famous unclimbed sheets of rock in the country, Master’s Wall on Clogwyn Du’r Arddu. I came so close to death that I told myself I wasn’t going to do anything dangerous again for a long time. And today, that’s why I need to pretend. I just want to lead a few routes, I tell myself. I’ll get up there and find someone hanging around who doesn’t have a partner and who fancies a climb. We’ll team up and climb together for the day, taking turns to lead and second the climbs. It’ll be a nice day out.

Almost believing this, I soon arrive hot and sweaty at the base of the corner. It’s deserted. Of course it is, but I’m here now and I’m ready. Standing in the centre of the great black corner I look at the familiar climbs that I have worked my way through so far in my climbing life. These climbs, with their increasing difficulty, are markers I’ve passed while growing stronger and more experienced. I see the line of Cemetery Gates, Joe Brown and Don Whillans’ exposed E1 crack climb up the very edge of the right-hand wall. I put on my worn rock shoes and chalk bag, leaving all the heavy ropes and hardware behind and, dressed only in a pair of shorts, climb the long, vertical pitch. It takes less than five minutes. It feels incredible to be climbing in total solitude with such a vast feeling of space and the freedom of having only the climbing to think about. Any thoughts of danger or safety are left a long way below. Near the top I hang out from the rock on two good holds, look down at the space beneath my feet, then to the road a long way beyond and let myself take it all in. What a place to be.

At the top of the crag, I down-climb Ivy Sepulchre. Three years ago, this had been my first ever HVS lead and as I solo down through the crux, memories of my struggle that day flood into my mind. Soon I arrive again at the base of the big corner. On the wall opposite Cemetery Gates, a thin crack climb splits the otherwise featureless face. This is Left Wall. Graded E2, I had led it two years before, fighting metal wedges into the thin cracks, clipping in ropes to catch me in the event of a fall. Today, with only fingertips inside the crack and the ends of my toes smearing on the rock, I cruise to the top with ease. I run down again and on the way, look up to see the other two climbers still about their business on their V Diff. I imagine they are enjoying themselves in the sunshine. On the ground again, I solo Cenotaph Corner, one of Brown’s greatest routes, blasting straight up the central corner. I have never done it before and its relatively low grade hides the fact it is a desperate solo. At a hundred feet I have to fight with slippery crux moves, palming my weight against the greasy walls, without any real holds to hang on to. Momentum carries me through.

I am on fire. I am having one of those unforgettable days when everything comes together: the place, the situation, the weather, the climbs, my fitness, my desire and my state of mind. Without a rope or protection to save me if I make a single error, one miscalculation means death. But nothing I do, no matter how hard, feels like a battle today. It feels like destiny.

Memory Lane, the left edge of the left wall, goes by in a blur. Foil, to its left, is harder and steeper than the other climbs. I did it a couple of years before, when it was a good breakthrough into a new grade, my first E3. It has desperate climbing, strenuous and pumpy, but it follows the safety of a good crack that swallows protection. Today, without the protection, it is just  as strenuous. At the top of the crack section, a hundred feet above the rocky ground, I reach the crux. It involves a long powerful move off a flake of rock to a good hold high above. I grab the flake, but it is loose. It rattles in my hand. The rock is steep and I must trust all my weight on this one hold to gain the height I need. The force I’m using must surely snap the hold off. I know what will happen if it does.

I can’t reverse the moves I have made to get here. I am fully committed. I feel lactic acid pumping through my forearms, the first sign of tiring muscles. I need to do something. I decide to try to knock the loose hold off, and if I can’t, then I’ll assume it’s solid enough. I bang it with the fist of my right hand several times. The smacking makes it budge a little further, but still it doesn’t come free. There are no other options. I switch into survival mode, calm and detached. Holding the flake, I run my feet up the steep wall, getting my body as high as possible. I suck in a lungful of air and crank all my weight onto the loose flake. It stays put and I grab the good holds above. Relief and joy fill me as I race up easy climbing to the top of the cliff.

At the top of the crag I decide I’ve had enough, but once again I find myself in the corner. The hardest route here is Ron Fawcett’s recent climb, Lord of the Flies. I led it last year, but it is too close to my physical limit to climb without the assurance of a rope and protection. To its right is Right Wall, Pete Livesey’s all-time classic E5, the hardest route in the country in 1974.

Right Wall is steep, with long, hard sections on very small holds. I climb past these sections without the slightest doubt. High on the wall I reach for a very small, brittle-looking flake of rock, like an ice-cream wafer stuck onto the rock. Perhaps after my experience on Foil, I think it moves as I pull on it. Should I trust my weight to this tiny flake? Did it really move? I decide it hasn’t. I curl the fingertips of both hands onto this tiny brittle blade of rock, all my weight hanging on it, a hundred and twenty feet up, all alone in the middle of the week on a mountain in Wales.

Then, a feeling comes over me, a feeling of the most incredible euphoria. Nothing else in the world matters except where I am and what I’m doing at that instant. I feel totally in control, happy and fully relaxed. Everything is perfect. Of course the rock will hold, because this really is my destiny. I shall never forget that moment. I confidently pull through on the wafer, get to better, more solid holds above and cruise to the top of the crag. Even though I am only twenty years old, I know this is one of my special days.

 

Twenty-five years later I can still remember every detail, every feeling I experienced. It seemed like I was on a path. My early childhood was great. I grew up in the country and was very close to my parents and two brothers. At school, I may have struggled academically, but I enjoyed sport and did well at that. I lived a perfectly normal life. Then, aged fifteen, someone took me rock climbing and nothing was ever the same again.











ONE

First Steps



Miss Pyper had sent me out of class. I had been naughty again and told to stand in the corridor. The sun was slanting through the windows, and I remember there was a wooden chest where we put all the toys we brought to school. From inside the class I heard the other children reciting something. I wanted to be in there too, reciting what they were, but I knew I wouldn’t understand it. I rarely did. I looked down at the parquet floor, with its crisscross wooden tiles, and began to tiptoe up and down the corridor, looking down at my feet at right-angles to each other, trying to avoid standing on the lines between the tiles.

‘I wish she wouldn’t send me out,’ I thought. ‘I wish I wasn’t naughty. I wish I understood.’ But I just didn’t.

 

I grew up just outside the city of Leicester, in a little village called Bushby. It was out in the countryside and we lived in a big converted farmhouse, mum, dad, Simon my elder brother, Toby, my younger brother, and me. Farmland, woods and streams surrounded the village and I loved wandering through it. I went to Duncairn Kindergarten from the age of four to the age of eight. Every Christmas, Easter and summer, the school sent a report to my parents on my progress. I still have these, and they make fascinating reading.

‘He is still very much a baby in his approach. A live wire!’ reported the first, from Christmas, 1967. Things never seemed to improve much beyond that.

‘I still can’t report much progress. We must hope that he will soon show some interest in “learning”. He is always happy and smiling and is a great favourite with the other children.’

Sometimes there were signs of hope: ‘It is at last possible to see progress although he finds it hard to retain what he is taught.’

But my restless energy often got in the way: ‘A good term in many ways but his behaviour is often uncontrollable.’

At times my teacher seemed to despair of me: ‘Jeremy is now pathetically anxious to succeed. His progress is still very uneven. He seems to remember for a time, then one finds that earlier work is forgotten.’

I was popular and I did well in games and art class. Best of all, I had a good time. But my reports showed a worrying lack of progress. Miss Pyper tried hard to get me to learn, but the school’s final opinion of me in Easter 1971 didn’t offer much hope:

‘With all the efforts that have been made to help, it is disappointing that he has not achieved a higher standard. We wish him well and hope that a complete change will have the desired effect.’

After Duncairn I went to a prep school called Stoneygate. This was a traditional, all-boys school. Before I went, I remember my mum dressing me up. I had to wear a grey blazer and shorts, a white shirt and a red tie. I had a pair of black leather shoes, and I was told to rub them until they shone. I was dropped off outside the school and went into a large hall for assembly. The children sat very quietly in rows, and they all seemed very well behaved. I felt intimidated by these boys, especially the older ones, but there was one really exciting thing about this school. My big brother, Simon, was there. Simon is fifteen months older than me, and I really looked up to him. He was good at sports too, but was also really clever, just the way all children want to be.

I enjoyed my time at Stoneygate but it was more academic than my first school and, as I went through my first year, I struggled in all my subjects. I didn’t seem to be doing well in any of them. I tried in class, and worked hard when I got home, but still never seemed to understand what the teachers were telling me. At the end of the first year we did exams. I came last in the class. The teachers called my parents in and it was decided that I would do the first year again to see if I could pick it up the second time around. After that year went by I repeated the exams. This time I was extremely relieved to come second to last. Someone had done worse than me. That was a great relief. During the summer that followed, I was at home one day, and heard my mum and dad talking. They called me down and told me that they had had a word with the school.

‘The school thinks it would be better if you left,’ my mum told me.

I was devastated. I didn’t want to leave. That was mine and Simon’s school. I wanted to stay there with him.

‘We know it’s not because you have been naughty, and your dad and I both know you have worked hard and done your best, but we think it would be best if you moved to the local school here.’

Stoneygate was a school for high-achievers, but I was falling so far short of the standard. There was no way I could have carried on. I was sent to the state school in the village, which was just a short walk from where I lived. The village school wasn’t as academic and I moved up through the years with all the other boys until I was eleven years old. But I still wasn’t doing well in class, constantly wondering what was wrong with me. How come all these other people were learning things and I wasn’t? I can remember being in science class, with the teacher chattering away, and just wondering, ‘What is this gobbledygook?’ I didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. I would sit at the back of class, and show off to girls and try to make them laugh.

In those years I failed repeatedly at exams and continually came last in class. I was desperate to do well, but was left with the feeling that there was something wrong with me. I wasn’t very old, but I could still see my chances disappearing. I was aware of what it meant to have no exams, and I felt I was shut out of what everyone else had. Years later, when I became a climber, I would think that climbing was all I ever wanted to do. But then I think back to those times and I know that if I could have waved a wand and changed anything, I would have asked to be normal, to have the abilities and opportunities that everyone else had. I didn’t want to be shut out of class.

To make up for this I threw myself into sport and games. In classes, it just didn’t seem possible to do any better than I was doing. But on the pitch or on race tracks, if I pushed myself really hard, then I could do better. I remember thinking, okay, you people might be smarter than me, but you’re not going to beat me in this race, or you’re not going to catch me when I have the ball. And they wouldn’t.

I was lucky to have very supportive parents. My father was a company secretary and my mother was a nurse, and later on did a lot of work for the terminally ill. They both had good careers, and both had a really top education. My father went to King’s College Canterbury and my mother to Cheltenham Ladies’ College. At the time these were two of the best schools in the country, so they both really valued education, and wanted me to do well academically too. My mum remembers thinking that I would be the bright child in the family, as I began to communicate and draw at a very early age, but through my years at Duncairn, and then at Stoneygate, their concerns about my progress grew and grew.

During my time at school my parents had tests done on me to find out why I wasn’t learning. They knew I wasn’t stupid. I was articulate and good with people, and they knew I was working, but still, by the age of eleven, I could only just about read, and my writing was very poor. Numbers were a complete mystery. Near the end of my time at the village school, an expert told my mum that I had dyslexia. This was only starting to be diagnosed in  children at the time, and I think it was a relief to my parents finally to have some sort of explanation.

I always felt I had a big chink in my armour because of my poor academic performance. I had a sense there was something wrong with me, of not being normal. Inferior. The diagnosis didn’t mean that much to me, and I was still left wondering about myself. Maybe I was simply thick. But I felt I just had a very bad memory for certain things. For academic things. If you asked me how many fingers fitted onto the crux hold of a route I did in 1979, I could tell you. If you wanted to know what size of nut goes into the crack at the top of Profit of Doom on Curbar Edge, I could tell you. I could still tell you every hand and foot movement of a hundred and fifty feet of overhanging limestone in the south of France from 1987. But things like that aren’t how people judge intelligence.

Bruce Lee said that knowledge is the ability to remember things, which I think is true. My mum is very well read, and it seems like she has the ability to remember everything she reads. Some people go through school and they remember everything they are taught. They never have to revise and they sail through exams. These are the people who are seen as the smart people. But really, often they are just lucky enough to have a very good memory for what they are being taught. It doesn’t necessarily mean they are smarter than people who don’t – or can’t – remember those things.

Once I was diagnosed with dyslexia, my parents looked into how they could help me. They heard about a school called Eddington, just outside Glastonbury in Somerset, a long way from our home. It was going to be a special school for dyslexics, the first one in the country. They applied for a place for me and I was accepted as the first pupil. That September my mum drove me the two hundred miles to Glastonbury. It was a boarding school, and as she dropped me off and said goodbye, she started to cry. She later told me that she cried all the way home.

But I loved it at Eddington. At the village school there were about thirty of us to a class. In this new school, we were about four or five to a class. We were taught maths and English in a very modern way, so we could finally understand it. It was taken very slowly, and no one ever got left behind. I spent two years there and it was great for my confidence. I loved boarding, and made friends with all the other boys. As it wasn’t designed to produce great exam results, we were free to concentrate on sports. The headmaster had once played cricket for Somerset, so we played a lot of that. I did very well at cross-country racing but my main love was rugby. Between the sport, and gaining some confidence academically, Eddington was a very good experience.

After two years there I went to a boarding school in North Wales called St David’s College. St David’s had a special dyslexia department, and like  Eddington, offered lots of sport. Not many pupils achieved top grades in their exams, but they were getting a good education. I got into cross-country running and ended up doing a lot of it. I beat the school record, and won the county championships against all the other schools in the North Wales area. Although I was good at running, I didn’t like it all that much, and once I had won the county championships, I was made to train and run every weekend, which soon became a drag.

I enjoyed rugby much more. I played scrum-half, and quickly got onto the first team, the youngest player ever to do so, at fifteen. The school had a rugby cup for the player who did best overall in each year, and I won that. I loved playing matches and spent lots of weekends playing against various teams from the area. However, one Saturday, we were playing against another local school from Llandudno, John Bright’s. I played a really good game, made lots of good plays and tried really hard. Yet we still lost. The other team hadn’t played all that well, but the rest of my team had played terribly. It had been an important match and I was bitterly disappointed. I felt a real sense of disappointment with the other players. Despite having done my best, I had been let down. What was the point, I thought. Why play in a team when you don’t have any control over whether you win or lose? That one game really disillusioned me with team sports, and I started looking towards more individual activities. Luckily for me, something else had recently come along.

My best friend at St David’s was Andrew Henry. The school had a climbing club, and he had been going out to do this a few times.

‘Rock climbing’s brilliant,’ he told me. ‘You should do it.’

I told him no, that I didn’t much fancy the idea of hill walking, and anyway, I was so busy doing other sports that I didn’t have the time. Andrew and some other friends kept going, and would talk about it a lot. It seemed to get them really excited, and when they came back from climbing days, they were buzzing about it for hours. I slowly started fancying a go, but by this stage, Andrew and the others had been doing it for months. I didn’t want to go out with them and find that they had become really good and I couldn’t do it, so I always turned down their offers to take me out. One Saturday there was to be another climbing trip. It so happened that Andrew and the others couldn’t go. This was my chance. I asked the climbing master, Mr Levers, if I could come along, and he said yes.

We met on the Saturday morning, and he loaded the school minibus with coiled ropes, loads of little metal things, red webbing harnesses, yellow helmets and big boots. I climbed in. We were going to a cliff called Craig-y-Forwyn, he told me. After a twenty-minute drive we arrived at a car park. I put on one of the huge pairs of heavy leather boots, was given a harness and rope to carry, and walked up through the trees after Mr Levers. I don’t  know what I thought rock climbing was. I think I imagined something like a steep hill walk, where you pull on some bits of rock to help you along from time to time. But we turned a corner, and there in front of me was an enormous vertical sheet of white rock. It must have been a hundred feet tall, and looked completely blank and featureless.

‘You don’t mean we’re going to climb up that?’

I couldn’t believe it.

‘Yes,’ he told me. ‘Now come over here, I’m going to show you how all this stuff works.’

He was laying the various bits from his rucksack onto the grass beneath the cliff.

‘Now, first of all, I’m going to lead a climb. This means I attach the rope to my harness and climb up with it below me. I will put protection into the cracks and clip the rope into the protection using karabiners.’

He held up one of the D-shaped metal rings that had a sprung gate on one side, and let it flick shut a few times. A karabiner. Then he held up a bunch of loops of rope with little square or hexagonal-shaped blobs of metal on the end of them.

‘And this is my protection. These are nuts. They are called nuts because years ago Joe Brown and Don Whillans used to use engineering nuts with bits of rope tied through them for protection. Nowadays you can buy them specially made. You slot them into cracks and they are bomb-proof. These bigger ones here are called hexes.’

He held up some bigger versions, great lumps of metal the size of a tea mug. I was looking and listening, but I don’t really think I was taking it all in.

‘I insert one of these into the rock and clip the karabiner into the end of it then clip my rope into the karabiner. The rope runs freely through these. They are called “running belays”. Runners. Got all that?’

What was he saying?

‘Good. So I’m going to lead off, and you belay me. This means you pay out the rope just as I need it. If I fall off, it’s your job to hold the rope tight using a belay device. Then the protection will stop my fall. You are a belayer, you are standing on a belay, and it’s your job to belay me. When I get to the top, I will set up another belay. Then you will second the pitch – we call the distance between two belays a pitch – and remove the runners that I put in. The rope will be at the top for you. We call that a top-rope. If you slip off, you won’t fall any distance. Does all this make sense?’

I nodded.

‘Right-oh.’

He climbed upwards following a groove crack thing for about sixty feet, and just as he disappeared out of sight, he leaned over and looked at me.

‘Safe!’ he called.

I looked at him.

‘I’m safe. That means you can take me off belay and get ready to second me.’

I looked down at the rope going to my harness, the belay. Mr Levers had given me a metal plate about the size of a biscuit with slots for the rope – the belay device – which would be how I would control the running of the rope to him. The ropes ran through the slots and into a heavy karabiner clipped into my red nylon waist-belt. I had found earlier that it had interrupted the flow of the rope as he climbed upwards, so had disengaged it from the system to stop it confusing me. He looked to be off belay already. I walked towards the cliff face and Mr Levers took in the rope. The slack loops at my feet snaked upwards until it came tight onto my harness. He looked over again.

‘Climb when ready,’ he called to me.

I was wearing a massive pair of leather boots designed for walking through ice and snow. They weighed a ton and I couldn’t feel anything through them. Our school had a policy that wearing these monsters would give you good footwork in the end, so I bashed my way up the climb on top-rope.

It was a cold December day and as the blood began to pump into my cold hands, my fingers began to throb. Climbing is very painful, I thought. I had never heard of hot-aches before. We did a couple more climbs, and these hurt too. On the way home in the school minibus, I asked Mr Levers how he thought I had done.

‘You did great,’ he told me.

‘Really? Were those hard climbs we did, sir?’

‘Well,’ he said. ‘The first climb you did was one of the easiest. That was a Very Difficult, or V Diff. The next one was a bit harder, Severe. And we finished on a Hard Severe.’

‘Is that good?’

‘Yeah. That’s okay.’

‘What’s after that?’

‘Then you have Very Severe, or VS, then Hard VS. Then you’re into the Extremes, E1, E2. Desperate stuff. Absolutely desperate.’

‘Have you done extreme, sir?’

‘No, I haven’t. I’ve done HVS.’

‘And what about Andrew and the others?’

‘They have done VS.’

VS? I had done Hard Severe, and Very Severe was the next one up. And this was my first time. On the drive home I felt really happy that the others were only one better than me, and that they had been doing it for months now. I might do rock climbing again.

Over the next few months I started going out more often with Andrew and the others. We all really enjoyed it, although we didn’t go every weekend. Some Saturdays we would just hang around Llandudno and go to the amusement arcades. We were keen though. We used to look at the magazines and read about great climbers, about Joe Brown, Don Whillans, Ron Fawcett and Pete Livesey and about what people were doing in America. We talked about it a lot, and used the words we read: ‘That was epic!’ ‘What a run-out!’ ‘Those moves were heinous.’

Over a few months of climbing, as winter turned into spring, and the painful cold gave way to more enjoyable warmth, I became much keener. I couldn’t wait for our weekend visits to Forwyn. At school, we found that a previous climbing instructor had climbed a lot on the walls of the school for training. One long vertical wall had little slots between the bricks where you could get your fingers in, and go across, or climb up to the top. We started climbing there too, and gave these ‘routes’ names and grades. The Dinner Table, HVS. Break Time, Hard Severe. Henry’s Horror, Severe. We would visit these walls almost daily, and this satisfied our need to climb when we couldn’t get to Forwyn.

At the crag we always seconded or top-roped routes. Some of the boys led sometimes, climbing up first and placing protection, but that risked long falls onto the rope, and sometimes the ground. I couldn’t see the point of that. Sometimes we would see climbers climb solo, with no ropes at all, where a fall would mean certain death, and that seemed crazy to me. Slowly, people in the climbing club started saying that you’d only really done a route when you’d led it, and that leading was such a buzz. Hearing this, I wanted to lead. One day at a little crag near Betws-y-Coed, the climbing master said we could lead something. I wanted to lead a Severe, but was only allowed to lead a V Diff. It felt too easy but it was still exciting, and at least I’d done my first lead.

At Forwyn there’s a big steep VS crack called The Flue, with a reputation for being tough for the grade. If you led The Flue, you really had climbed Very Severe, and that was a big deal. Not many people did Very Severe. One day, after I had been seconding VS and HVS climbs for a few weeks, and had led some HSs, I asked Mr Levers if I could try The Flue. He said yes, and gave me some of the protection I would need. Nervously I got ready and set off. I forced myself upwards and, at about thirty feet, unclipped a massive hex from my harness, the size of a cow bell. I threw it deep into the crack, clipped in the rope and pressed on. The route followed a steep, wide crack, and the rock all around it was polished. I shoved my hands and arms deep inside, twisting and writhing to make anything stick. Nothing felt positive and I became totally out of breath. I knew that I just had to keep moving up. I got high above the hex, but my arms felt too tired to stop and place any  more protection. I fought on, almost falling off every move, and somehow clawed to the top. I hauled myself over onto the grassy summit, wheezing and dry-mouthed, but triumphant. I had done it. I had done The Flue. I was leading Very Severe. That was my first big lead, and I was addicted.

The next step was a trip to the mountains. Snowdonia, and the Llanberis Pass, were about an hour’s drive from school, which made it a bit too far to drive to very often, but the day came when Mr Levers said we were going. We were so excited. Andrew and I spent the week looking at the guidebook. The Llanberis Pass was one of the most legendary climbing areas in the country. Joe Brown and Don Whillans had climbed there, doing some of their hardest routes on Dinas Cromlech. Modern climbers like Pete Livesey and Ron Fawcett had done the same.

We thought the weekend would never come, but eventually Saturday arrived. It was a beautiful, sunny day, and on the journey down the Llanberis Pass we craned our necks out the window recognising crags from the pictures we had seen in the magazines. We parked in a lay-by. I looked up, and high above us I saw the unmistakable crown of the Cromlech. It looked amazing, and I could see a few teams of climbers on it already. We had been given packed lunches of hard-boiled eggs, a pork pie, a bag of crisps, and as I sat beside the window eating this I picked out the routes from the guidebook. The Cromlech was a special place.

‘Which route are we going to do, sir?’ I asked.

‘Oh, we’re not going up there. It’s too crowded, and crowds aren’t good. We’re going up there.’

He pointed at the other side of the valley. We all shuffled across the bus to look out the opposite window, and there, in the shadows, loomed a dark, sunless slab of brown rock, with grass growing all over its ledges. Dinas Mot. Our hearts sank.

Andrew and I checked the guidebook again and found a route called Lorraine. It was four pitches long, meaning we would need to stop and belay after each of four rope lengths because the route was so long. We finished our lunches and headed into the shadows. As we got closer the crag seemed to rise up in steepness and become bigger and longer. From the car park it had looked like an easy-angled slab. Now, standing underneath, it looked like a real mountain. The rock seemed much less featured, and it looked very steep. We felt such a sense of uncertainty about it all. Could we do this? My mouth felt dry.

Andrew was still climbing better than me at this point, so I would lead the first pitch, which was Hard Severe, and he would lead the next three, which were harder. Even though I had led The Flue, I knew I wasn’t ready to lead three pitches of VS. The route followed a layback flake, and we struggled and shuffled our big mountain boots higher and higher, pitch after  pitch. This climb was to be one of the most memorable I ever did. There we were, aged sixteen, all alone on this huge sheet of rock in the mountains. It was incredible. As far as we were concerned we were on the hardest route in the world. When we arrived at the easier ground at the end of the fourth pitch, we felt like heroes. We had done it, and we could hardly believe it.

After that I was on a high for days. It was the first time since I began climbing that I had felt like this, where days later I could still feel myself buzzing with excitement. Thirty years later I can still recall the thrill I felt after my day on Lorraine in the Llanberis pass with Andrew Henry on a sunny Saturday in May 1979. It was the first of many such days, and that feeling is the reason I devoted most of my life to climbing.

 

The climbing club was at Forwyn one day, top-roping some climbs, when one of the boys called from the ground.

‘Someone is on MOJO!’

Mojo was one of the big routes at the crag. It was Extremely Severe, E1, and you hardly ever saw people on routes of that grade. We all went over for a look. Mojo climbs up a corner, before traversing out the underside of a huge, ten-foot roof of rock. It looked incredible. We ran around to watch, and there really was someone leading it. He was wearing just a pair of denim shorts and a headband. He had a small bag tied around his waist containing powdered gymnast’s chalk, a new thing that some of the top British climbers had started picking up from American climbers. Magazines talked about its use being controversial. The climber was hanging from just one hand on the very lip of the roof and his ropes dangled free below him, blowing in the breeze. We couldn’t take our eyes off him. We all said how amazing it looked, and how brilliant the climber must be. Mojo looked incredible.

I said to myself: ‘I’m going to do Mojo.’

That was our last climbing day of that term. The following week I returned home to Leicester for the summer. It was a beautiful summer. I had always been into shooting and even wanted to become a gamekeeper when I grew up. In the summer months I went on lots of long walks with our dog, Penny, a beautiful Dalmatian, shooting pigeons or rabbits. I always ate them.

The other thing I did was nail four blocks of wood onto the outside wall of a building beside our house.

By that stage I was starting to become obsessed by climbing. As I couldn’t face the thought of a summer without it, I would swing along these blocks, hanging on with my fingers, my Dunlop Green Flash tennis shoes smearing over the brickwork below. Years later I would do the exact same thing, only on ever smaller holds on ever steeper walls, in order to train my arms and fingers. It’s called traversing, where you move from side to side rather than upwards. All climbers do it to train, but I wasn’t training. This  was climbing to me. I was really only doing it for its own sake, and loving every minute of it. I did this most days, sometimes using smaller exposed brick-edges instead of the bigger blocks. By the end of the summer I could go all the way across the wall on just the tiny brick-edges. When my mum could, I would get her to take me to an outcrop near our home called Beacon Hill, which had a few short climbs, or to Slawston Bridge, an abandoned railway bridge where I could do problems like those we did on the wall at school. That was a brilliant summer.

In the new autumn term we went for our first visit of the season to Forwyn. Right away I put a top-rope down Mojo. I tied on, and the climbing teacher belayed me. I shot up it with no trouble. Afterwards Mr Levers tied on, but fell once, and didn’t do it. He was really impressed by this, and was really happy for me. He couldn’t believe how much I had improved over the summer break. It had all been down to the traverses of the back wall in my garden. That was a great eye-opener.

I had talked about climbing to my parents all summer, and that Christmas was given a pair of EBs. We had started climbing in heavy mountaineering boots. Then I had moved on to wearing my Green Flash. EBs were specialised climbing boots. They had blue and white canvas uppers and a thick black rubber sole. This had no tread, as you climbed by smearing the rubber over a hold, or by digging the edges of the sole onto small holds. This was pretty much the only brand of specialist climbing shoes available. All climbers wore them. If you flicked through Mountain or Crags, the two climbing magazines at the time, all the stars wore EBs. They made my climbing much easier too.

I was at Craig-y-Forwyn with Andrew Henry one day, getting ready for a climb. Suddenly, one of the boys from the climbing club came running round the corner looking startled. He stopped by us, his mouth fell open, and he pointed the thumb of his right hand over his shoulder.

‘It’s Ron Fawcett!’

He said this in a loud whisper, his voice almost cracking with emotion.

‘It’s RON FAWCETT!’

My God! We all ran after the boy, and hid in a bush where we could watch. Ron Fawcett was the biggest legend in British climbing. He was in the magazines every month, and did all the hardest climbs. We looked on in amazement. He had a tall, lanky frame, a big bush of black hair and a moustache. He was on Great Wall. Great Wall was the big route on the crag, the hard classic. I tried to top-rope it every time I came here, but hadn’t yet managed to do it clean with no falls. Ron was there with his beautiful girlfriend, Gill. He moved easily up a groove. From here the route traverses right to some tiny finger pockets and you must pull up on these with very little for your feet. It was a desperate move, the crux of the entire route.I wondered if Ron would be able to do the move first time. He traversed easily, and got to the tiny pockets. At this point he took one hand off the rock, and dipped it into his chalk bag. Looking down at Gill, he said in his slow Yorkshire accent:

‘Aye, Gill, what are we having for our dinner tonight, love?’

Oh my God, we all thought. He’s up there doing the hardest route on the crag, and he’s wondering what he’s going to have for his tea. Incredible. We had to go back round the corner again to calm down. We talked about how big his arms were, and how strong he looked, and how big he was. I decided I was going to go and top-rope Great Wall. I gathered my stuff, and went round the corner to the route.

I had seen Ron Fawcett once before. I had been climbing on Dinas Cromlech the summer before. It was a big day for me, the day I led my first ever HVS, Ivy Sepulchre. On the same day, Ron Fawcett was there being filmed doing the first ascent of Lord of the Flies. This was one of the hardest routes in the country at the time, taking some hard and bold climbing up the right wall of Cenotaph Corner. Ron had reached the top of the climb, and was making his way down the descent path which skirted around the right side of the cliff. I had just fallen off the crux of Ivy Sepulchre, but before my weight came onto the rope, I had grabbed another hold and caught myself, and managed to battle through the crux to reach easy ground near the top. Just as I did, I looked around. About three hundred feet away, on the rocky hillside below, I saw Ron’s distinctive figure. He used to wear bright green Adidas shorts and a vest to match. He stopped, and turned around and looked in my direction.

He looked at me. Ron Fawcett looked at me. He turned and walked on, and I floated to the top of the crag.

Back at Forwyn, Ron finished the route and abseiled back down to get his gear back out of the crag. He was sitting on the ground. I walked around the corner, stood in front of him, and said, ‘Hi!’ He said hello. I stood in front of him for a moment in silence. He looked at me. I stood there, and wondered if he would recognise me as the young gun blasting up the HVS on the Cromlech the year before. He didn’t seem to.

‘Ah, excuse me,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I top-rope Great Wall now, because it’s the hardest route on the crag, and I just might do it, and, if you mind then I won’t, but I was just wondering, if it’s okay. If I do?’

He looked bemused. He must have wondered why I was asking him. He shrugged his shoulders and said he didn’t mind, so I set the rope up, and tried it, managing it without falls for the first time.

Ron left soon after, but meeting him blew our minds, and stayed with us long after. From that day on, any time we were traversing on the little wall at school, and we got to a hard bit, we would always stop, chalk up and ask:

‘What are we having for our tea tonight?’

 

In the months to come I would still go out to Forwyn with the climbing club, and Andrew still came along most times. We even went on a climbing trip together to a crag called Millstone, in the Peak District, just outside Sheffield. We got a lift to his parents’ home near Macclesfield, and from there we rode over on Andrew’s motorbike, a little 50cc scrambler. We set our tent up at the crag, and did some climbing. On the second day I down-climbed an easy route, solo, in order to get back to the ground. I told Andrew to do it too. He hesitated half-way down, but I gave him some encouragement. He went a little further, slipped, fell to the ground and broke his ankle. That was typical of Andrew, on two counts. He was always very accident-prone, and you could always talk him into doing something. The latter quality was something I really liked about Andrew. In this respect, he reminded me of my younger brother, Toby. Not only that, but they both shared the same birthday, 29 October. Later in their lives, both would become keen on horticulture and gardening.

Toby came to St David’s the year after I did, and his academic history looked a lot like mine. Simon, my older brother, did well at school. My dad is brilliant at maths. It comes naturally to him. Yet with writing, he wasn’t very confident, and would often need help with spelling. My mum reads and writes constantly. She loves it. But I’ve seen her trying to do sums, or work out figures, and she struggles. Simon had inherited my mum’s writing ability, and my dad’s ability at maths. Simon had the best of both worlds. And myself, I felt I had what was left. Mum’s maths and dad’s writing. Toby had been dealt the same cards as me. He too had been diagnosed as dyslexic, and mum had sent him straight to St David’s, partly because I was already there, and partly because it had a good dyslexia department. It felt good to be there to look after him.

However, Toby had things a lot harder than I did. He had been born with a rare and extremely serious heart problem. From birth, his life had always been threatened. At first he just looked unhealthy, and in response to my mother’s worries, doctors told her it was nothing to be concerned about, and his health would soon pick up. With her background in nursing, however, she wasn’t satisfied with their answers, and spent a lot of time seeking the opinion of specialists. Eventually, one of them came back with a diagnosis – Total Anomalous Pulmonary Artery – a very complicated heart condition. Up to that point, it had been a fatal disease, but only very recently a surgical procedure had been developed to treat the condition.

Toby was admitted to the London Heart Hospital, at the time the world’s leading heart specialist. Although the treatment had been developed recently, as yet, no-one had survived the disease. It was a terrifying  experience for my parents, but at the time I wasn’t really aware of that. He spent most of his first four years in hospital, and had to have some serious operations. Surgeons had to remove Toby’s heart from his body and replaced it with an artificial one while they worked on his own. They had to do this twice. During surgery the blood supply to Toby’s brain was cut, and as a result my parents were told he might develop some sort of brain damage. At sixteen he began to show symptoms of epilepsy. Apart from that he was absolutely fine.

We had gone to the village school together, where I always looked after him. He wasn’t allowed to take part in sport because his heart condition prevented him from doing anything too strenuous. His personality was different from mine too. He was very unassuming, not really pushy or competitive, but was always up for anything and keen to get involved in whatever was going on.

At St David’s I told him about climbing, and one day he decided he would come out with me to see what it was like. I took him to Forwyn. I explained how it all worked, attached the rope to his harness with a karabiner and I led off, placing and clipping just one runner. I got to the top and set up a belay.

‘Safe!’

I took the rope in until it came tight onto Toby’s harness and told him to climb. He made steady progress up the lower thirty feet and, below an overhang, just out of sight, arrived at the runner.

‘I’m here, what do I do now?’ he called.

‘Toby, you have to unclip the karabiner from the rope and keep climbing.’

‘Okay.’

I heard the sound of clipping. Then Toby traversed out into my view, and looked up at me.

‘Okay. I’ve unclipped the rope. What should I do now?’

I looked down. Toby had unclipped himself from the rope altogether. He had unclipped the wrong karabiner. He had traversed out thirty feet above a rocky landing totally unattached to any safety rope. If he fell now, it would be certain death, and all because his brother had told him what to do.

‘Oh no,’ I thought. ‘Mum is going to kill me.’

Toby looked at me.

‘Toby, clip the rope back into your harness.’

‘I can’t. I can’t reach.’

His voice was totally calm, and I could tell that he had no idea of the danger he was in. Eventually he managed to move back right again and clip into the rope. I never told anyone about what happened, and Toby never went climbing again. That was typical Toby. Trusting, just like Andrew. Their futures were tragically similar too.

One thing I was mad keen to do was a new route, to climb a piece of rock for the first time. Whoever did a route first got to name and grade it, and send off the details to be recorded in a magazine or guidebook. I read about new routes in my Crags magazine, and thought about how cool it would be to see my name in print. There was an old quarry near the school I visited once or twice, a grotty little place that no one else ever went to. One day Andrew and I managed to do a VS there that hadn’t been recorded before, up one of the worst bits of rock at the crag. I was beside myself with excitement, and despite the poor quality, sent the details of my climb off to the magazines. I wrote the name and grade and the date I did it on in a letter to the editor of Crags magazine, Geoff Birtles. I went to write my name under it. At the time people at school either called me Jeremy, like my parents did, or Jez. I thought about it. Jeremy. Jeremy Moffatt. That didn’t sound too cool. Jez Moffatt? No. None of the top climbers are called anything like Jez.

Jerry? Jerry Moffatt? That sounded better. I signed the letter, posted it off, and a month or two later, the magazine came out, and there was the route, and after it, my name. From that day on I decided I would be known as Jerry Moffatt.

 

I stayed good friends with Andrew Henry, but after Mojo I became a lot keener the he was. He didn’t want to go climbing as often as I did. One day at Forwyn we saw a tiny boy trying to top-rope Great Wall. He was skinny, dressed all in black, and seemed very young. He had a tiny wash bag on a string around his waist with chalk in it. It was so small, he could only fit two fingers into it at a time, so had to do little double-dips to get chalk on all his fingers. He rested on the rope a few times, but got up the route. The boy was Andy Pollitt, and we got to know each other. He was actually the same age as I was, lived nearby, and was as keen as hell. Andy was just what I needed at that time in my climbing life. We were going to have some amazing times together.

I used to go and meet Andy on my free afternoons on Saturdays. While the others went into town, I got on a bicycle and cycled over to Forwyn to meet him. It was over nine miles away, hilly all the way, and the ride would take me an hour and a quarter. I had to be back for dinner at six, so that left us just over two hours before I had to cycle the hour and a quarter back to school. It was easily worth it; I loved climbing with Andy. He was really keen and very ambitious. He would try anything, and although he didn’t always get up everything, his determination was impressive.

After some visits to Forwyn together Andy told me about a route he thought we could free down on Pen Trwyn. This was a limestone crag close to the school, but was too steep and hard to be of any use to the climbing club. To ‘free’ a route means to do it without ‘aid’, without pulling on the  protection that is in the rock. When sections of rock are too steep or holdless to climb free, just with fingers and toes, climbers, particularly in the 1960s, resorted to aid. So, to ‘free’ a climb of its aid was a big deal, since it often meant venturing into extreme territory.

‘There’s a route called Mayfair, and it will definitely go. It looks amazing. Let’s go and free-climb it next Saturday.’

Andy made it all sound pretty reasonable, like it was covered in holds. Listening to him, it sounded as though it would be about HVS. I said okay. When I arrived at the cliff next weekend, I saw an overhanging sheet of black and white-streaked limestone. I couldn’t see any holds, nor any way of climbing up it.

‘What do you think Jerry?’ Andy asked as he came towards me.

‘Andy. We can’t climb that. It’s impossible. It’s my Saturday off and you’ve brought me down here to try this.’

‘Come on mate, hold my rope.’

The line was blanker and steeper than anything either of us had ever climbed before, by a long way. It just felt like a waste of time, as I really couldn’t see any way that it could be climbed, and felt a bit miffed at Andy’s over-optimism. Still, he insisted on trying, despite my reaction. He tied onto the rope and set off up the wall.

Every time Andy got to a runner, he clipped his rope into it, told me to hold the rope tight, and rested. Once he got above the runner he would fall onto it. In this way he climbed higher and higher, falling again and again until eventually, two hours later, he got to the belay.

‘Safe!’

The rope to me came tight and I followed the pitch without falling. I had seen how Andy had done all the moves, so it was much easier for me. Above was a second pitch. I led off, Andy-style, falling and hanging on the rope. Later we would come to call this ‘hang-dogging’, and see it as cheating, but back then it was just how we climbed. We hung on the rope because we were ‘having a rest,’ that’s all. In this way I dogged my way to the top, hours later. Andy followed without a fall.

We abseiled back to the ground and chatted excitedly about what we had done, grinning from ear to ear. We looked back up at the rock we had just climbed, and could scarcely believe it. We had just freed a really hard aid climb, climbing something so unlikely that no one had thought of trying it before. This must be one of the hardest climbs around, we decided. It was a week before my seventeenth birthday. I wondered:

‘Am I the best sixteen year old climber in the country?’

I thought I might be. And that felt great.











TWO

Crag Rat



‘What do you want to do when you leave school?’

When I was a kid everyone seemed to know what they wanted to do and it was usually what their dads had done. ‘I want to be a doctor,’ or ‘I want to be a teacher.’ I was no exception. When people asked me what I would be, I also had an answer.

‘I’m going to be a crag rat.’

From the moment I became hooked on climbing, I knew the only thing I ever wanted to do was hang around at crags and climb all the time. Even the phrase, ‘crag rat’ – living in the dirt, having no money, scurrying up cliffs – sounded brilliant. I couldn’t wait for school to be over.

Finally my exams came around. Despite the fact I enjoyed all my subjects, my dyslexia meant I didn’t expect to do very well. But I inherited an attitude from my dad, an attitude that still holds true. He taught me that if you are doing something, it doesn’t matter if you are good at it or not. What matters is that you apply yourself and try your best. It’s no good being lazy at school and thinking that when you leave, you will somehow start to work hard and achieve something. You must do your best in the situation you are in. With that in mind I worked hard, and in each exam, had done the best I could do. Finally, the last paper, on commerce, was put in front of me. As soon as I had written all I had to write, I put my hand up and asked to leave. Then I grabbed my rucksack, left by the door of the examination hall and ran down the long school driveway to the road outside. I knew I’d never do another exam again.

I was going climbing. I had agreed to meet Andy Pollitt that afternoon at a nearby crag called Tremadog, so I stuck out my thumb and started  hitching. Two hours later I arrived. There was a café under the rocks called Eric’s. I took off my rucksack, sat down on the little wall outside and took it all in. A long series of outcrops, up to a hundred and eighty feet high, stuck out of the trees, with fantastic bulges and slabs and grooves winding up the steep, dark rock. The sun was shining, the cliffs looked great and the routes looked amazing. A breeze was blowing along the cliff making the trees rustle. I felt so happy. I was seventeen. I hadn’t a care and I was where I most wanted to be.

Tremadog. What a place. As far as I was concerned this was the best cliff in the world. This was how a surfer would feel in Hawaii, standing on the North Shore. The hardest routes in Britain were here, legendary climbs that my heroes had put up. Ron Fawcett, the best climber in Britain at the time, had just done Strawberries, maybe the hardest climb in the country. It had taken him three days. It looked mind-blowing, taking thin cracks right up the edge of a drastically exposed sheet of rock high above the road, on a feature called the Vector Headwall. Another superb climber, John Redhead, had added some hard routes on the same buttress, Bananas and Atomic Finger Flake. At the time, these were the hardest routes around. A year or two before Pete Livesey had done Zukator and Marathon Man, and these too were the hardest climbs of their time. Before that were Void and Cream, the two cracks right of Strawberries. Then, of course, there was Vector itself, Joe Brown’s original route right up the middle of the big steep buttress, from 1960.

Over the next two months I would climb virtually every day here and do almost all the routes on the crag. As I sat on the wall that afternoon outside Eric’s café, I was an ambitious young climber who had battled his way up a few tricky routes. When I left eight weeks later at the start of September, I would have climbed a route considered the hardest in Britain. It was all about to happen for me, sitting there in the sunshine with the breeze on my face. Everything was perfect.

‘Jerry, Jerry, where have you been!’

I looked round. It was Andy. He emerged from the bushes across the road and half-walked, half-ran over to me, dressed in tight black clothes and with long messy black hair. He was more or less the same age as me, but looked younger because he was so skinny. I could see from the way he hurried how keen he was to start climbing.

‘What do you mean, I’ve been sat…’

‘Come on. Grab your stuff. Let’s go climb Fingerlicker.’

That was typical of Andy. Fingerlicker was one of Pete Livesey’s routes, when Livesey was one of the country’s best climbers. Before Ron Fawcett arrived with routes like Strawberries and Lord of the Flies, Pete’s routes were the hardest around. Fingerlicker was still one of the top climbs at  Tremadog and probably beyond us, but Andy always had to be getting on the hardest routes. It didn’t matter that it was too hard. We had to go and do it. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t even warmed up. We had to go and climb Fingerlicker.

Feeling Andy’s excitement, I grabbed my stuff and scampered along the road behind him. We arrived below the buttress and fought through the bushes to the base of the route. Fingerlicker follows a striking line, a perfect finger-sized crack running up an overhanging wall. It has no footholds, so you have to jam your fingers and toes into the crack and pull. We uncoiled our ropes. Andy tied on and set off. Nervously he fought his way up the lower section. He placed a hex deep in the crack, clipped it and climbed on. Higher, as the crack got thinner, he fumbled in a nut. He clipped the rope into the karabiner.

‘Take me there, Jerry!’

That was the command for me to lock off the rope and pull in all the slack so that the runner would take all his weight.

‘Wow!’ Andy pulled his tired fingers out of the crack in relief. He shook them in the air to get some strength back into them. ‘This is amazing,’ he called down.

‘Looks great,’ I called back.

‘Right, when I say “Now”, I’m going to climb again.’

‘Okay.’

‘Now!’

I spent the afternoon holding his ropes, paying out slack, locking the rope tight as he moved up and placed nuts before resting his weight on the runner. He fought and eventually got to the top. I tied on and followed the pitch with a few rests. We had done Fingerlicker. Or so we thought.

At the time we didn’t really understand ethics.
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