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ABSTRACT

This thesis focusses o*n the Social World of Climbing in North West Wales whilst also
drawing on particular examples either nationally or internationally when illustrating certain
arguments. The study applies an ethnographic approach in order to examine what climbing
1s and how its relationship to style and competition is inherently bound with the sport and
raises questions of authenticity in its activity. The work attempts to give insights and develop
an understanding of processes that are important to the climbing world whilst at the same time

taking account of climbers and groupings of climbers positions in relation to it. The study

includes both historical and contemporary analysis which is relevant to the work as a whole.

The aim of the thesis is to provide a deep understanding of the climbing world and its many

facets.
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INTRODUCTION

The world of climbing and its activity has, in a public sense, often been associated with

and symbolised by such icons as the ‘Matterhorn’ and ‘Mount Everest’. Although both these
peaks are situated geographically apart from the British Isles they nevertheless represent
significant climbing endeavour in the public sphere since their first ascents were well

publicised in the national media and their first ascentionists were either English or, in the case

of Everest, part of the British led Expedition.
Beneath these images lies an entire social world which in a contemporary setting

constitutes a great many climbers some of whom engage in different types and styles of
climbing than others. The estimated number of climbers in Wales is around four thousand,
whilst figures for the United Kingdom as a whole range from 150,000, British Mountaineering

Council (1997) to a somewhat inflated 700,000, Mintel (1997).
Since the beginning of the sport in Britain different groupings and individuals have
contributed to its development along with external social processes which have allowed greater

participation and change in the social make-up of the climbing world.

Internally the British Isles have a long history of climbing dating back to the mid 19"

Century so that it is possible to identify four main areas or locales in which the activity was

initially developed, these are :-
Snowdonia in North West Wales

The English Lake District

1.
2.
3. The North West Highlands of Scotland
4. The Peak District

Interestingly an analysis of this early development reveals that the emergence of the

sport 1n at least two of these locales (Snowdonia and the Lake District) was not brought about
in any significant sense by indigenous members of the areas in question but rather by activists

from larger industrial and commercial towns such as Birmingham and London. In Wales the

sport was exclusively the concern of visitors.

“Mountain climbing is a sport almost entirely in the hands of strangers. Since
the days when the early enthusiasts assembled almost in secret at Pen-y-Gwryd
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for their attacks on Snowdon local people have taken but little interest in the
science of surmounting rocky slabs and forcing natural chimneys.”

Lewis (1937) p74

The geographical position of Snowdonia may be located in an area of North West Wales

known as the county of Gwynedd. Gwynedd is a modern county but is perhaps more famous

for its ancient history - being at one time the stronghold of Welsh independence and strongly

bonded to Welsh culture, language and legend Gantz (1976); Evans (1907); Jones (1973); Rhys
and Evans (1887).

Snowdon at 3560 feet is the highest mountain in England and Wales and is surrounded

on all sides by a number of satellite peaks with steep sided craggy valleys so that;

“In this central core, the land rises sharply on all sides and it is only a matter
of four miles from Beddgelert at approximately 100 feet above sea level to the
summit of Snowdon. Deep valleys with swift flowing streams open from this
central core in every direction and leave no more than seventy square miles of
the county above the 1500 foot contour line - some twelve percent of the total

area of the county.” Davies (1978) pll

In this sense the physical layout of the area presented a number of cliffs of value to

climbers some of which are now almost sacred to modern protagonists of the sport. Yet the
area was not initially easy of access and for the most part their activity starts in any seriousness
after 1830, with the building of the road through the Llanberis Pass to Capel Curig.

In 1848 the main railway line from London via Chester reached Bangor creating further
access to the area. The Snowdon mountain railway was constructed in 1896 but meant little
to emergent climbing groupings in the area and held the same position then as it does today as
a scenic and seasonal tourist attraction, Turner (1973); Dodd (1951); Boughan (1972).

The main industry in the area throughout the 19" Century was Slate Quarrying and
although initially impeded by the difficulty of transportation from work site to ports of export
the business began to boom once horse tramways and then railways had been constructed to

allow ease of export. The demand for slate during the 19™ Century was considerable and

brought about in part by the fast expansion of Britain’s industrial ports and towns, Carr and
Lister (1948).

In 1862 three thousand two hundred and eighty five men were employed at the Penrhyn
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Quarry near Bethesda whilst at the Dinorwic Quarry near Llanberis the output of slate was
more than a hundred thousand tons, Lindsey (1974).
Today the industry has virtually disappeared but it was against this backdrop of vast

rural space together with heavy industrial activity in certain niches that the first alpinists came

to Wales 1n order to explore its mountains.

From this point on climbers and hillwalkers have had a different relationship with the

area than most local people and climbing activity itself has often been interpreted as a form of

madness by non climbers, a point emphasised by Isabel Emmett in her Social Anthropological

Study of a North Wales village :-

“Secondly there are the climbers. Before the War, climbers were rarely
working-class; now they often are, and this breaks down the stereotype to a
certain extent. On the other hand, poor or rich, climbers are obviously crazy.

Fancy climbing Snowdon for fun and then feeling proud of it when Will
Pritchard, skinny 45 and No Hero, toils up Snowdon every day to dig ditches

and wouldn’t bother to mention it except as the disadvantage of his present
job.”

Emmett (1964) p25

Taken at surface level the sport certainly appears foolhardy and undoubtedly contains

elements of risk. Yet climbers in the sense discussed in this work are not people who ‘climb’
Snowdon, since more strictly gaining the summit of Snowdon remains the preserve of

hillwalkers, whilst climbers concentrate on specific cliffs and climbs where gaining a specific

summit or getting to a certain height is largely unimportant compared with completing

particular ways up any given rockface, often involving the use of equipment such as ropes and

specialist climbing shoes.

The failure to make this distinction continues to annoy climbers and is compounded in

a contemporary setting by misleading local media reports. An example of this may be gleaned

from a front page article presented by the Bangor and Anglesey Mail on October 31 2001
which read :-

“Rescuer Blasts Climbers

Mountain rescue teams have slated people who climb mountains without proper
equipment.

The attack comes after one of the busiest weekends of the year in and around



the Ogwen Valley.

Climbers are constantly being warned of the dangers, in the hope of avoiding
yet mor deaths in the region this winter.

Now fighting for his life, Londoner David Aitken, 53, was climbing Idwal
Slabs when he fell 100m into a gully.

Ogwen Valley Mountain Rescue Service spent two hours reaching Mr. Aitken,
who was airlifted by a helicopter from RAF Valley to Ysbyty Gwynedd.

On Sunday, after a climber fell off the slopes of Moel Siabod, it emerged the

injured man had no map, compass, or torch. But he did have a mobile
telephone.

Chris Lloyd of the rescue team said : ‘It’s all very well having a mobile phone

but people who venture on to our mountains should realise that basic equipment
1s needed, too.’

He added : ‘Also on Sunday, a family group of six were descending the North

Ridge of Tryfan. None of them was equipped for such a difficult descent.

Whereas the incident on Saturday was bad luck, both of the incidents dealt with
on Sunday could and should have been avoided.’

In two of the incidents mentioned in the article, those on Moel Siabod, and the North
Ridge of Tryfan, hillwalkers were involved rather than climbers since both places are

considered by those with climbing knowledge as unsuitable owing to their lack of cliffs and
whilst Moel Siabod is a mountain containing virtually barren hillsides, the North Ridge of
Tryfan 1s at best a rocky scramble, though its East Face does constitute a climbing area.

From now on 1n this thesis the terms climber and climbers will refer specifically to

climbers who have developed a technical knowledge and understanding of the sport in their

own distinct way. Hillwalkers and scramblers are therefore excluded from the Study.

Another point to bear in mind is that a common myth seems to exist amongst non

climbers that Mountain Rescue Teams contain the best and most expert climbers and whilst the
presence of rescue teams 1s a valuable resource and may well contain at least some relatively
experienced climbers it should be borne in mind that, except for professional services such as
RAF rescue helicopter staff, mountain rescue teams are made up of volunteers who spend a

great deal of time practising and dealing with rescue efforts.

Indeed, the world of mountain rescue is almost as specialist as the world of the climber

and although these worlds to some extent clearly overlap, there are very few regular climbers,
expert or otherwise, who wish to become involved with rescue teams, preferring instead to

spend their time climbing. Furthermore many mountain rescues involve hillwalkers who, as

previously noted, are often wrongly defined even by rescuers as ‘climbers’.
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Finally in this matter, climbers pride themselves on self-rescue in anything but the most

life-threatening circumstances and this type of self reliance forms part of what being a climber
means. In this sense climbers who are rescued in relatively manageable situations such as

becoming lost or being benighted come in for a great deal of social sanctioning.

Essentially then climbing practices are often misconstrued by non climbers since what
on the surface might appear to be a novel way of suicide is in reality a complex and time-
consuming sport requiring the knowledge and practise of various techniques together with the
learning of special terms and language that make up the climbers’ argot (Appendix 1).

Another way of interpreting the action of climbing is firstly to look at where 1t takes
place as arenas. In this sense then natural crags and cliffs can initially be viewed in the same
way as a football pitch, bowling green or netball court in that they are the places where the

activity takes place, but because they are a natural part of the landscape I will refer to them

collectively as genuine or authentic arenas (Chapter 4). Clearly such arenas are on a vertical

rather than horizontal plain.

When climbers discover and explore such arenas they can be seen to compete for

resources, in this sense the various ways that climbers get to the top of a cliff (arena) can be
viewed initially as resources. These are referred to by climbers as routes (Appendix 2).
When the first ascent of a route is done the reward bestowed upon climbers is the rite
to name, grade and record the route, remembering that the style in which the route is done
must also be considered because of the ethics of the sport which make for fairer competition

and give meaning to climbing action.

Further to this, once all the routes on a particular cliff have been climbed, climbers
refer to the cliff as being ‘worked out’. However, this perception changes over a period of

time as successive generations of climbers review arenas for resources that may have been

overlooked or deemed too difficult by leading climbers during a particular period of

exploration.

Further to this, recorded routes may then in themselves still be competed over by
subsequent climbers who may vie for the social kudos of being the first from a particular
grouping of climbers to complete a certain well-known route. Climbers are also constantly

concerned with discovering new arenas but apart from natural authentic arenas groupings of

climbers may also now compete for resources in man-made arenas, some being part of an

otherwise natural outdoor landscape (Chapter 2) whilst in a contemporary setting a number of

S
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unambiguously man-made indoor climbing walls provide what I will refer to as inauthentic
arenas of competition, (Chapter 5).

Rather than accepting the view that climbing is ‘crazy’ it seems more useful then to
attempt to understand climbing from a viewpoint that sees it as an activity in which climbers
compete 1n arenas for resources and that central to an insight into this notion is the way in

which style, authenticity and boundary are linked with the codes and rules that climbers refer

to as ethics ultimately influence the activity and action of climbing,

Moreover, to gain further insight and to grasp the essential nature of climbing and its
world it 1s also necessary to delve into the history (Chapter 1) and experiences of being a
climber (Chapter 3), together with issues and influences surrounding it (Chapters 6 & 7) some

of which are not always what they may appear (Chapter 8) or be presented as in a public sense

when compared against the backdrop of the climbing world and its various groupings (Chapter
9.

Firstly then the history of the sport beginning in the 19™ century provides a starting

point.



CHAPTER 1

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE AND ANALYSIS




CHAPTER 1 : HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE AND ANALYSIS

It is clear that the British played an important part in the de-mystification of the Alps

and contributed significantly to early Alpine exploration and climbing Whymper (1871); Clarke
(1953); Fleming (2002). The Alpine Club had been formed on the 22™ December 1857 in

London and its members shared common interests and concerns with exploring and climbing
mountains. The Alpine Club journal along with various newsletters represented a formal
internal communication network, which persists to the present day.

Initially then the Alpine Club was set up to maintain an interest in climbing in the
Alpine arena. Its members were drawn from the professional upper and middle classes who

often secured the services of local guides to undertake their often lengthy excursions but

nevertheless made major personal contributions towards the development of Alpine climbing

and its accompanying style Mummery, (1895).

‘During December 1860 a Professor Tyndall, himself a member of the Alpine Club,
along with two friends made an excursion to Snowdonia, stayed at the Pen-y-Gwyrd Hotel
(situated at the junction of the Capel Curig to Beddgelert road which cuts over the Llanberis

Pass a few yards past the hotel, (and was completed by 1830), and made an ascent of

Snowdon' (3,560ft.) under winter conditions, stating that :-

"The scene would bear comparisons with the splendour of the Alps themselves."

Hankinson (1977)p33

Subsequently 1n 1870 the significant and influential figure of Charles Edward
Matthews, a wealthy Birmingham solicitor, formed the society of 'Welsh Rabbits' for those
particularly drawn to exploring Welsh mountains. It was the start of an organisational
development that would later lead to the formation of the Climbers Club whose members

pioneered many early Welsh rock climbs.

It should be noted however that the early frequenters of the Pen-y-Gwyrd pursued the

activity of scrambling and walking to various summits such as those of Tryfan and Snowdon,




usually at Christmas and Easter, in an attempt to find them under snow cover. In this way they
could be used as a form of Alpine training, Jones, T. (1986).

The early pioneers were professional middle-class visitors who chose to spend their
leisure time engaging in mostly Alpine training. As far as indigenous participants were
concerned there are no records of any involvement though groupings of visiting climbers did
include Welsh men and women such as Owen Glyn Jones, Humphrey Owen Jones and Muriel

Gwendolyn Edwards, though these people were also middle-class professionals who worked

outside Wales yet formed an integral part of predominantly English climbers’ groupings,
Jones, R.M. (1999), after 1898.

Climbing as a distinct sport in Britain is generally acknowledged to have been started

in the Lake District by Walter Parry Haskett Smith in 1882, Clark and Pyatt (1957). Haskett
Smith was a 22-year-old Oxford student who had never climbed in the Alps but proposed that
rocks and features on or around a cliff could be climbed for their own sake. Initially he
demonstrated his 1deas by making ascents of 'Deep Ghyl' on Scafell and 'Great Gully' on

Pavey Ark, however his most famous climb was his ascent of the 'Napes Needles' on Great
Gable in 1886, Unsworth (1977).

In the late 1880's he continued to discover climbs in the Lake District, Scotland and
North Wales, often climbing ‘solo’ or with renegade Alpine Club members who had taken an
interest in the new sport such as John Hopkinson and Cecil Slingsby, Clark and Pyatt (1957).
In 1894 Haskett Smith produced the first part of 'Climbing in the British Isles' a book
that was designed as a general guide to various crags and areas of interest to the climber rather
than a guide to specific climbs on a specific cliff. Although he completed the sections on
England Wales and Ireland by 1895 the third part of the work, Scotland was never produced.
Hasket Smith was not, however, typical of early climbers since most of them were
already Alpine climbers who began to transfer their attention to the development of the new

sport either in the Lake District or Wales.

What is significant about Hasket Smith is that his involvement showed that it was not
necessary to have Alpine climbing experience to climb in Britain and this point is emphasised
by the emergence and development of the sport not as a form of Alpine training but as a sport
in its own right. It should also be noted that many Alpine Club members questioned the

authenticity of rock climbing for its own sake. The Alpinist Douglas Freshfield often




spearheading their views, Unsworth (1977).
The development of rock climbing in Wales started in any serious manner slightly later

than in the Lake District so that in 1883 Stocker and Wall made an ascent of the West Buttress
of Lliwedd, (a cliff on the flanks of Snowdon whose rock face is nearly 1000ft in height), to
produce the first recorded rock climb in the area, Jones, T. (1986). The cliff of Lliwedd then

formed the basis of early rock climbing exploration in Wales.

It was now clear that rock climbing was emerging as a sport in its own right and
although most climbs either attempted or achieved in Wales from 1883 till around 1907
followed the lines of various gullies or clefts rather than the rock faces that normally flanked

them they often gave considerable technical climbing interest, East Gully (1896) and Slanting

Gully (1897) for example, both on Lliwedd. The ascents were made in order to climb features
of certain cliff faces rather than to gain a specific summit many of which could be reached

either by walking or scrambling.

The early history of rock climbing is divided by what climbers refer to as the ‘Lakes
School’ and the “Welsh School” Clark and Pyatt (1957) which are terms which essentially refer
to groupings of climbers who championed one place over the other for climbing activity,
though such affiliation did not exclude members of each school visiting the other, Hankinson
(1977).

The tactics used for climbing were the same in each place and although there were no
written rules climbers began to develop strategies and formats for carrying out climbs within

an ethical code which was passed on by word of mouth. The ethical code amounted to the

rules of the sport and was based on a shared understanding that climbing was essentially
centred on notions of style whilst making any given ascent. In this sense climbing became
concerned not only with what could be climbed but how a climb could be done. During the
course of this work I talked to several non climbers who thought that once one climber fixes
a rope in place then the other climbers may legitimately haul themselves up it. Then as now

climbing ropes are typically used only to safeguard climbers as they climb up the rockface so
that any use of a rope for direct aid amounts to an ethical infringement and this point can be

traced back to 1909.

“Two forms of pioneering, a genuine and a debased one are equally possible on
our mountains. The higher form postulates experience of rocks and skill in the

art of descent; the lower involves experiments with ropes and reliance on

9




retentiveness of memory. The subtle charm of true exploration will be felt by
adherence to the sound traditions of climbing on Lliwedd.”

Thomson (1909) p2

If aids are used 1t 1s the duty of climbers to report such methods or means employed so
that subsequent ascentionists try to dispense with them. An example of this is George
Mallory’s route ‘Bowling Green Buttress’ on Lliwedd which was climbed and recorded in
April 1919 stating that an ice axe had been used for aid on one section of the climb.
Subsequently in 1937 Ken Roebuck dispensed with the aid and recorded the climb as being
done ‘free’, Neal (1998).

Thus typically climbing meant going to a specific place to seek out a particular feature

on a rock face and attempting to climb it. The climbing team typically was composed of two

or three climbers and the ascent would be made by what climbers termed ‘the order of the
rope’. What this meant was that once the team had arrived at the start of a particular climb it
would be decided which person would ‘lead’ or go first on the climb and who would go
‘second’ and/’Third Man’ in the case of a three-strong climbing team.

The leader éimply tied one end of the rope round his/her waist and set off up the climb
whilst the second paid out the rope as smoothly as possible. If the climb was longer than one
rope length’, it would be done in stages which climbers referred to as ‘pitches’. After each
pitch the leader would stop at a suitable place on the cliff, typically a broad ledge or deep
chimney which climbers referred to as a ‘stance’ or ‘belay place’. Once established on the
‘stance’ the leader would take in any slack rope until it came tight around the second’s waist

before he or she then proceeded up the climb to eventually join the leader before the process

could start over again until the top of the climb was reached.

In order to communicate whilst on the cliff, climbers developed a set of terms which
were particularly useful when the leader and second were not in visual contact and these terms
are still in common use today, Creasey (2000).

Firstly, when the leader arrives at the ‘stance’ and has made him/herself as comfortable
as possible he/she shouts ‘I'm safe’. This signal alerts the second to let go of the rope and

shout back ‘okay’ or ‘all right’, whereupon the leader shouts ‘taking in’. When the rope

W

’ Climbing ropes normally made in 150ft. lengths
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becomes tight around the ‘second’s’ waist he/she shouts ‘that’s me’ and waits for the leader
to reply ‘climb when you’re ready’. Once the second hears this call he/she replies ‘climbing’

but before finally setting off must wait for the last call of the leader which is ‘okay then’ or

‘come on’.
Many early climbers were concerned with climbing the most obvious features of a given

rock face since they were convenient to describe and as Hasket Smith pointed out this served

a competitive purpose.

“It 1s one great merit of a climb if it clearly defines itself, when A makes a
climb he wants B, C, and D to have the benefit of every single obstacle with
which he himself met, whilst B, C, and D are equally anxious to say that they
followed the exact line that Mr. A found so difficult, and thought it perfectly
easy.’

Hasket Smith quoted in Clark and Pyatt (1957) p39

As Gully's form the main topographical features of most cliff faces they were easy to
pin point and identify to other interested parties either by word of mouth or recorded notes.
They also provided what climbers initially referred to as 'lines of weakness' and once

embarked upon often involved climbers struggling with various problems in positions that

whilst not 'exposed’ (a climbers’ term meaning that when looking down a sheer drop can be
seen), were nevertheless considerable and dangerous undertakings with less security than might

have been expected. Alerting us to this point are accounts of such early exploratory climbs

including Archer Thomson's description of the first ascent of Great Gully on Craig-yr-Ysfa

where he states that:

"By utilising a small foothold on the right wall the climber effects a lodgement
on it, and then reaches its sharp upper edge by a struggle, in which he becomes
near to defying all the laws of anatomy. A novel expedient is to lay the palm

of the right hand on the block and, using the arm as a pivot, perform a pirouette
to the south. the climber thus lands in a sitting position, with one leg thrust

upwards to the roof to maintain equilibrium ... any Galileo, however, will

complacently demand a shoulder. A bastard hand traverse is now made to a
ledge of rock on the left wall."

Thomson (1910) p108

The description 1s a typical example of how climbers began to interpret and

11



communicate climbing experience and alerts us to both the physicality of the sport and to the
beginning of a specialised climbers’ argot which is exemplified in the last lines of the
paragraph “A bastard hand traverse is now made to a ledge of rock on the left wall.”

Whilst to non climbers such information might remain baffling, active climbers would
immediately interpret the description and recognise its meaning so that if and when they

decided to make an ascent of the climb, they would expect at some point to move leftwards

using only smooth features in the rockface for the hands (“A bastard hand traverse”), whilst

expecting little in the way of footholds until reaching the “ledge of rock on the left wall”.

As climbing emerged as a physical activity it also developed as a social event and to
this end became associated with certain places apart from crags and areas. The Pen-y-Gwyrd
for example, as well as providing accommodation for visiting climbers, also provided a venue
that became ‘owned’ Moore (1994) by climbers and at which the sport could be debated and

initially recorded in a visitors book.

For general convenience, visiting pioneers established their base initially at
Pen-y-Gwyrd, from 1847 to 1901 and then at Pen-y-Pass from 1901 to 1914. Both places had
a number of basic significant factors in their favour. Firstly the close proximity to Lliwedd,
secondly simple but comfortable accommodation and thirdly understanding and tolerant
management. It is under such circumstances that the 'Gwyrd', as it later became known,
provided a key base for climbers and their activities. It was also at Pen-y-Gwyrd that records

began to be kept about various incidents and expeditions - specific to the locale. This form of

record keeping continued at Pen-y-Pass and provided the raw data from which guide books to

specific cliffs and climbs would subsequently be compiled.

The first Pen-y-Gwyrd visitors book eventually fell into disarray having lost many
original pages. It was salvaged by Mr Hugo J Young QC and restored by the Cambridge
librarian Charles Sayle so that in 1884 Mr Young was able to present to the proprietors a thick

black book which had a metal lock and was inscribed:

"For contributions on mountain rambles, botany, geology and other subjects of

interest connected with Pen-y-Gwyrd, with reminiscences poetical and
otherwise."

12



This was fortunate since the ‘Locked Book’ ", as it is now known in the climbing

world, provided the blueprint for ‘New Route Books’ (Appendix 3) which have been a feature

of climbers’ ‘hanghouts’ ever since and in whose pages new climbs are initially recorded.
The proprietor of Pen-y-Gwyrd Harry Owen was born in Nant Gwynant in 1822 and

in 1847 bought the Pen-y-Gwyrd and married a local girl, Ann Pritchard, together with whom
he ran the hotel until his death in 1891, Hankinson (1977).

With the demise of Harry Owen and no forthcoming new landlord it was fortunate that

y Gorphwysfa or the Pen-y-Pass Hotel, a mile away from Pen-y-Gwyrd had undergone recent

renovations and the new licensee, a Miss Pritchard began to encourage business from the
visiting climbers. This act was further aided when she married Rawson Owen a veteran of the
Boer War and a congenial host towards climbers so that the ingredients that previously existed
at the Pen-y-Gwyrd in terms of hospitality were eventually sustained at Pen-y-Pass, Noyce,
Sutton and Young (1957).

As the century ended, visiting climbers decided to introduce a more formal structure
for their activity and in 1898 the Climbers Club was formed at the Café Monaco in London
with forty initial members.

Since 1898 the club has produced an annual journal of relevance to the climbing world,
including personal accounts of climbs, new routes and new climbing arenas. Despite the
emergence of many regional clubs throughout Britain the Climbers Club is still considered the
most important and influential climbing club in the country and is responsible for guidebooks
to climbing areas throughout the UK.

As the activity of rock climbing gained new acolytes under the umbrella of the Climbers

Club an Eton schoolmaster, Geoffrey Winthrop Young, began to arrange regular climbing
meets at Pen-y-Pass during Christmas and Easter from 1900 - 1914. These gatherings
stimulated further exploration of the area and brought together relatively local climbers like
Archer Thomson (the headmaster of a Llandudno School) and Harold Hughes, a Bangor based
architect, together with visitors such as George Mallory, Siegfried Hereford and Hugh Rose
Pope amongst others. One fundamental aspect of the sport that went hand in hand with its

development was the inherent risk factor associated with the activity and evidence of this can

The original locked book is retained by the current proprietors of the Pen-y-Gwyrd but it is no longer available for general viewing - access
being gained by a formal letter of introduction from a reputable body
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initially be found in early entries in the 'locked book' at Pen-y-Gwyrd. The first concerning
a Mr. J. Mitchel of Oxford who had attempted an ascent (solo) or alone, of Slanting Gully on
Lliwedd; he subsequently slipped and fell some way down the route before being killed.

The Mitchel case occurred on August 3oth 1894 and the account of the incident includes

a description of how the body was recovered with the assistance of Copper miners from Nant

Gwynant which reads :

"The way 1n which these men accomplished their task is worthy of the highest
praise one of them descending the whole way alongside while the last man had

the body and preventing any further injury, to come down without any aid
whatever."”

Later 1in 1910 the Climbers Club Journal published in March of that year contains

accounts of climbing accidents on the cliffs of Glyder Fach and Lliwedd where Donald

Robertson and Leonard Salt respectively lost their lives. The Journal also testifies that both
men were experienced climbers and well respected Climbers Club members.

Later again 1n 1934 a further example of the penalty incurred from the activity is the
case of Colin Kirkus's accident on Ben Nevis which ended in horrific circumstances when after
falling and being knocked unconscious Kirkus came round only to find that his climbing
partner Maurice Linnel had somehow been fatally strangled by the rope during the course of
the incident, Jones, T. (1986) p359.

Despite these hazards climbing attracted a number of new recruits from successive

generations some of whom eventually became immersed in the sport. Indeed, further analysis

of the history of climbing reveals the existence of individuals who act as exemplars of the sport
and who represent and symbolise what the sport is about at any one point of time. Such people
are central to the iconography of the climbing world and are often mythologised by climbers
over a period of time.

One early climbing icon was James Merriman Archer Thomson 1863 - 1912 who both

championed and symbolised climbing in Wales for a period of eighteen years until his death

by his own hand in 1912, Unsworth (1977).

There 1s little doubt that up until the period after the Second World War climbing in

Wales remained the preserve of the middle class, climbers were commonly drawn from
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lawyers, schoolmasters and clergymen and that Thomson was a leading example of this
grouping in his approach to the sport.
Thomson graduated from Cambridge in 1884 and soon afterwards took up a teaching

post at Friars school in Bangor on the North Wales coast before becoming headmaster of a
Llandudno school, Hankinson (1977).
There is no record of him having climbed in Wales until 1894 and his first climbing

experience seems to have taken place in the Lake District in 1890, Unsworth (1977).
However, by 1896 Thomson had established himself as a leading pioneer of Welsh rock

climbing and his climbing career included making the first ascents of a number of routes

throughout Snowdonia many of which represented the top end of difficulty at that time and
involved considerable risk. Avalanche and Red Wall Route (1907) on Lliwedd are two
examples, whilst a third route of Thomson’s Horned Crag (1905) also on Lliwedd maintains
a reputation even today because of a number of contemporary climbers experiences on one of

its key passages which they describe as ‘desperately slippery even in dry conditions’,

(conversation with the author).

Archer Thomson also invented the idea of routes that could be climbed horizontally
along any given rock face. Today such routes are commonly referred to as girdle traverses and
are included as a standard feature of climbing on most documented crags.

Thomson was a pioneer of the sport in several ways and sought to protect the authentic
nature of climbing as he and his companions both constructed and understood it. His attitude

values and contributions to the sport are typical of the relatively small grouping of pioneer

climbers who frequented Pen-y-Gwyrd then Pen-y-Pass during the late 19" and early 20"
Century. He claimed that :

“it 1s axiomatic that there 1s a certain element of risk in all climbing".

Thomson (1910) p 19

Thomson's attitudes to climbing publication placed him in opposition to climbers like
Owen Glynn Jones, who sought to photograph and popularise climbing by producing graded
descriptions of climbs and climbing experience in book form, Jones (1897), and George and

Ashley Abraham, two climbers and photographers who Jones had introduced to the sport.
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Thomson preferred to keep rock climbing knowledge restricted to word of mouth
communication. He was only persuaded to write the first guidebook to Wales Lliwedd (1909)

for the Climbers Club in an almost angry gesture against the publications produced by the

Abrahams, notably ‘Rock Climbing in North Wales published in 1906.
Thomson's ‘guide’ differed widely from the type of books produced by the Abraham's

since it related more specifically to climbers and the world of climbing by describing certain
routes for those who might wish to climb. The guide was practical, in a pocket-sized format

and contained information and descriptions of various climbs. Thomson's format was initially

developed because he felt that:

“The mountains deserve appropriate literary treatment and should not merely
act as pegs whereon to hand stories of rollicking adventures.”

Clark and Pyatt (1957) p86

Thomson firmly believed in rock climbing for its own sake and he emphasised this in
his second guide book (Climbing in the Ogwen District, Thomson (1910). In that book he

made the statement that rock climbing should no longer be thought of in terms of training for

the Alps because:

"The difference between the two pursuits is not a difference of magnitude only,

but of essential quality, and dissimilarity of method has been accentuated of late
years by specialization.”

Thomson (1910) p 14

The outbreak of the war 1n 1914 can be seen as the end of what Archer Thomson called

'The Romantic Trust' of climbing. A notion that implied that the sport should be kept as far

as possible from the mainstream of organised sport with its emphasis on rules and regulations
together with specific competitions, Noyce, Sutton and Young (1957).

By the beginning of the war Archer Thomson was already deceased and after it many

of his grouping were also either dead or incapacitated. Geoffrey Winthrop Young for example

lost a leg whilst serving with an ambulance unit, yet remarkably began climbing again with the

use of an artificial limb, Young (1951).
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After the war the pace of climbing development in Wales slowed considerably, Jones,
T. (1986), and only began to gain momentum after the Climbers Club bought their own Club
hut at ‘Helyg’ 1in the Ogwen valley in 1925, Milburn (1985).

This move meant that emerging climbers had an independent base and although
positioned around five miles from Pen-y-Pass and Pen-y-Gwyrd ‘Helyg’ was ideally situated
for climbing on the crags of Tryfan, Glyder Fach and Cwm Idwal in its immediate vicinity as
well as acting as a staging post for access to the entire Snowdonia area.

Groupings of climbers from the Manchester Rucksack Club also acquired a cottage in
the Ogwen valley at Tal-y-Braich and they too contributed to a general resurgence in Welsh

climbing activity. Thus :

“By the late 1920s the renatssance of Welsh climbing was assured. The two
great climbs of Piggot and Longland on Clogwyn du’r Arddu were only its most
obvious and spectacular signs, outstanding feats carried out by outstanding men.
In addition to these exceptional climbers there slowly came into being a
constantly expanding reservoir of more moderately efficient men, a supporting
body as it were, which from time to time was to produce its own leaders.”

Clark and Pyatt (1957) p169

The very steep East Buttress of Clogwyn du’r Arddu had been climbed in 1927 by three
members of the Rucksack Club, Morley Wood, Fred Piggot and Lindeley Henshaw, but their

ascent employed a number of aid points (three in all), instead of using features on the rock face

to climb upwards, they had pulled up on slings threaded around stones that they had inserted

in the crack. These tactics were reported and although only used on a small section of the
climb flawed the overall ascent. In most cases even on extremely hard climbs the idea of
climbing was, and remains, to dispense with any such aid. Most climbs in Wales and
throughout the UK are therefore what climbers refer to as ‘free climbs’. The aid on Piggot’s

climb was later dispensed with, Williams (1989)
However, 1t 1s clear that climbers were seeking out more difficult routes and attempting
to push the limits of climbing so that by the 1930s the climbing world was set to receive an

important ingredient in its structure, which was an attempt to provide each climb with a graded

classification.

17



Two seminal figures from the period Colin Kirkus, and John Menlove Edwards, Perrin
(1985), spearheaded the main grouping of climbers which whilst mostly drawn still from
middle class professionals and undergraduates under the influence of Geoffrey Winthrop
Young began to explore new arenas for climbing activity and contribute to a general rise in
standards of difficulty. Established climbing arenas were revisited and new routes added to

them and the grading of climbs in a hierarchical order of difficulty had become generally
accepted as being of value to climbers so that when Edwards wrote a new guidebook (for the

Climbers Club), to the cliff of Lliwedd in 1939, all climbs included in the text received a
grading 1n an ascending order of difficulty for the first time in Wales.

This was an extremely important development and it allowed climbers to compete
against each other 1n pursuit of the hardest climbs and also in the extension of orders of
difficulty as they sought out new climbs, some of which were considered harder than those
previously established.

From this point on climbers and groupings of climbers entering the sport in Wales as

well as those already immersed in the activity could aspire to a standard of difficulty and in
some cases surpass it. Prior to the introduction of this grading and standard setting the climber
in Wales could aspire to climb named routes, but now as well as being named and recorded,
climbs were also to be graded against a set of standards which took into account the overall
difficulty of any given route. What climbers called a ‘technical’ grade which accounted for
the most difficult passage on a climb was added in 1951.

Yet the 1dea of a grading system for climbs dates back to 1897 when Owen Glynn Jones
published his 'Rock climbing in the English Lake District' which contained photographs by the
Abraham's of the nature of the new sport and, most importantly a blue print for a graded
system of climbs which would eventually be adopted and extended throughout Britain as the

sport emerged. Jones introduced the system by stating that:

"A rough classification is here appended of some seventy-five of the
well-known courses judged under good conditions. They are divided into four
sets. The first are easy and adapted for beginners, the second set are
moderately stiff, those of the third set rank as the difficult climbs of the district,

and the last are of exceptional severity. Some attempt has been made to arrange
them in their order of difficulty, the hardest ones coming last. but the variations
of condition of each due to wind, temperature, rain, snow, or ice are so
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extensive that no particular value should be attached to the sequence. Buteven

1f only approximately correct, the lists may help men in deciding for themselves
where to draw the line that shall limit their own unaided performances. As for

the items 1n the fourth class, they are best left alone. Mark the well-known
words of an expert (Mr C. Pilkington):

“The novice must on no account attempt them. He may console

himself with the reflection that most of these fancy bits of
rock-work are not mountaineering proper, and by remembering
that those who first explored these routes, or rather created

them, were not only brilliant rock gymnasts but experienced
and capable cragsmen.’”

Jones, O. G. (1897) p112

Quite clearly the proposals set down by Jones did not gain general early favour in
Welsh climbing circles and evidence of this can be gleaned from the introduction to Thomson’s

Guidebook to Lliwedd (1909) where he states that :

“With this in view, no attempt has been made to grade the climbs in classes in
accordance with their supposed difficulty. The mountaineer knows that
technical ‘difficulty’ is inextricably interwoven with an entirely distinct element
of ‘danger’. The estimate of ‘difficulty’ among climbers varies largely with
their physical conformation just as their capacity to gauge ‘danger’ fluctuates
inevitably 1n accordance with their individual experience. Satisfactory
classification, therefore, is impracticable and its attempt only misleading. The
fact alone that such lists are found to encourage competitive climbing would be
sufficient reason for their omission.”

Thomson (1909) p6

Initially then guidebooks to Welsh cliffs described but did not grade specific climbs and

an example of a typical early guidebook description is Thomson’s write-up of ‘Avalanche

Route’ and ‘Red Wall continuation’ on Lliwedd which is reproduced below :

Avalanche Route

“The most exposed climb in England and Wales. Exceedingly difficult but
delectable in good weather, indefensible in bad. Best number, two. Ninety feet
of rope required. Good balance essential. No aid and little protection can be

given to the leader. Only for a thoroughly expert party. Steepness. Absence

of grass and gravel. Excellence of rock. Exiguity of holds. Long distance
between belays. A succession of breezy situations.
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Red Wall Continuation. - More exposed than wall of Devil’s Kitchen, but safer
in so far as the rock is perfectly sound. Ninety foot interval. Leader ascends
70 to 80 feet alone. No prodigious feats of strength, but constant muscular

tension. One face foothold of limited utility. An operation of exceptional
delicacy.”

Thomson (1909) p32

After these introductory notes the description continues for a further five and a half
pages. In notable contrast the description to the same climb taken from the 1939 guidebook

written by Edwards provides a more practical and concise account together with an initial

grade. The overall length of the description had been cut to just over a page to read :

Avalanche Route

“The Central Ridge, in the lower third of the East Buttress is open to doubt, but
a ridge that may be taken for it goes straight up between Heather Shelf and Bird
Tree Terrace to join the Terminal Aréte. The route hugs this ridge up steep
open rocks, keeping a little to the right except for the start. The ridge is
between the Central Route grooves and the Central Chimney.

A very open route of no special difficulty but of obvious charm, and sufficiently

steady to keep the interest going over about a third of the whole cliff height.
Standard : Medium Very Difficult

Start: Below the right end of Heather Shelf, where an 80 foot groove cuts up
to the West end of the Shelf. Or else start by scrambling on to the Shelf
by the usual East end easy way and avoid the initial section.

1. 80 feet. Up the groove to Heather Shelf; moderate climbing,

2. 140 feet. On to and up the rib. Traverse away out to the right over a
broken rib, passing below the foot of the Central Route grooves, 20
feet, and out on to the far rib, making up and around it on to the general
face of its far side, where good stances soon occur, 60-70 feet. Then
up pleasantly, still on large holds, to ledges below a fresh outcrop of
wall. This wall 1s marked by a tall sickle of quartz. The ledges slope
up to the left and are used at that end by the Central Route. On the
right the Central Chimney slopes up bending left towards us at an easy
angle from the Summer house of Central Chimney Route.

3. 40 feet. The right centre of the wall is grooved and recedes from the
vertical; by the quartz of the sickle. Step into the groove to the right,
then keep left as it steepens and soon again step right on to the edge of
the rib between our groove and the Roof. The first part of this pitch is
the hardest part of the climb.

4, Straight up the rib, steep at first, but on pleasant holds. At 60 feet it
sinks 1nto the easy slop of the Roof, and one makes off easily to the
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right on to the Great Terrace. The Gorphwyspha of Central Route 1s 40
feet diagonally up to the left, easy of access from the end of the rib.

The Red Wall was designed as a suitable continuation to this route, above the
Terrace.

Although the format of the pocket-sized guidebook differs little in size from Thomson’s
the more considered use of language backed up by grades of individual climbs provided the
blueprint for subsequent guidebooks and the way in which climbs would be described 1n a less
literary but more practical manner. To complete this format the Avalanche Route is now
described in less than a page with the grade, overall length and individual passages (which
climbers call ‘pitches’) all included. The final description of ‘Avalanche’ then is a typical

example of how most routes are described in a contemporary setting and is taken from the 1998

Edwards (1939) pp45-46

Guidebook to Lliwedd.

Avalanche 530 feet Very Difficult (1907)
Terrific climbing, continually interesting and open. Very popular.

Start. The first pitch follows the steep, curving groove that runs up to the right-
hand end of Heather Shelf. Start just left of the foot of the groove.

1.

D.

6.

80 feet. Traverse easily right to a grass ledge in the groove, then follow
the groove to Heather Sheltf on good holds and sufficient protection.
This pitch is often wet and may be avoided by the left entries to the
Shelf.

110 feet. From the right end of the Shelf traverse right, around two

ribs, and then trend right and up to a small ledge which is about 15 feet
before a large spike on the right.

50 feet. Climb the slab above to a grass ledge, below and left of a
quartz wall.

50 feet. From the right end of the ledge, climb the steep quartz wall for
a few feet then step left into a widening groove. Up this until it is

possible to move right to ledges, then go right again, around a rib, to a
stance on 1ts front.

120 feet. Climb diagonally right, then go up a grassy gully to a niche
and large bollard.

12 feet. Scramble up rightwards to the Great Terrace.

Continuation : Red Wall and Longland’s Continuation is the usual finish,
maintaining the excellence of the climbing right to the summit.

Neal (1998) p27
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In 1939 the grading system contained the categories easy, moderate, difficult, very

difficult, severe and very severe. The system was open-ended in that although very severe
represented the top standard 1t could be added to when and if new orders of difficulty came into
being. Thus by 1950 two further categories, those of hard very severe and extremely severe,
had been added. The grading of climbs as well as naming and describing them remains the
responsibility of the first ascentionists, though before they appear in guidebook form climbs

are usually repeated by a number of climbers and a consensus of opinion gained about the

grade and merits of each route. By the time the guidebook writer comes to record them he/she
will therefore consider the views not only of the first ascentionists but also accounts given by
other experienced climbers along with personal experience of any given route.

Guidebook writers do not necessarily have to be at the top of the climbers’ hierarchy
in that they may not regularly do routes at the top standard in the climbers’ grading system.
On the other hand, they are always authentic members of the climbing world with a great deal
of knowledge concerning a wide range and variety of climbing. Their efforts include liaising
and often climbing with top climbers whilst attempting to correlate and balance both the grades
and climbing descriptions for eventual inclusion in guidebook form.

In cases where the guidebook writer 1s a top climber, he/she must also be supported by
and liaise with a number a other climbing activists in order to gain consensus of opinion about
various climbs. In this sense all climbers’ guidebooks are coordinated and produced by a
process involving many climbers as well as the main guidebook writer.

As we have seen from the examples relating to Avalanche Route, descriptions may be

changed over a period of time and in cases where the first ascent has been made before

gradings were introduced the climb graded retrospectively.

Further to this climbs that have not been checked either by the guidebook writer or
his/her accomplices are usually marked with a cross symbol, indicating to other climbers that
although a certain climb is described in the text it has not been climbed since its first ascent
and should therefore be treated more cautiously since a consensus about its grade has not yet
been reached.

Menlove Edwards also introduced the notion of naming climbs in a more liberal and

imaginative way. Initially, climbers had identified and named climbs by simply referring to

the particular feature of the rockface taken by the climbing route, Slanting Gully (1909) for
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example, but eventually began to give more imaginative and less strictly topographical titles
to climbs as the sport developed. Foremost in this was Edwards and after his imaginatively
named climbs of the 1930s there has been little restriction on what a climb might be called.

Examples of Edwards’ climbs are ‘Pharaoh’s Wall, named because the overhangs at the

base of the climb look like an Egyptian hat and ‘Sextons Route’, named because of the

somewhat sombre attire of the third climber in the team who wore a black tailcoat throughout

the ascent, Williams, P. (1987).

After the Second World War 1n 1945 a general process of social change contributed to
a change in the social make-up of the climbing world so that the number of climbers increased
and working-class climbers began to make an impact in Wales owing to greater amounts of
leisure time and, most importantly, the gradual democratisation of private travel.

Although the number of cars on the road had increased steadily from 1919 to 1939 an

initial lull in production caused by the war effort and petrol rationing eventually gave way, as
economic circumstances improved, to greater output so that by 1950 production had increased
to over 900,000 which, when contrasted against the figure for 1939 (526,000) shows a
considerable increase, Briggs (1983).

Before the 1950's working-class people had been generally excluded from parts of the
country that might now appear within relatively easy reach. Unless an area was accessible by

local public transport, by bicycle or on foot it was usually economically unviable for the

working class, especially on any regular basis. The introduction of cheaper private transport

after the Second World war changed all this.

The democratisation of travel 1s a key factor in the emergence of the working class
climbers on the Welsh climbing scene as it was throughout Britain. It also meant that climbing
could become a realistic weekend activity since faster and more efficient vehicles allowed less
time spent travelling to and from relatively remote climbing arenas such as Wales by groupings
of climbers otherwise based and employed in various cities.

Thus the development of relatively cheap motorised transport enabled a wider social
class to enter the sport in many different parts of the country. Without this development the
impact of working class climbers on the sport would have remained limited.

Initially motorcycles and motorcycles with sidecars provided the necessary means of

travel, followed, as economic circumstances improved, by private cars.
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Private travel has played and continues to play such a crucial role in the climbing world

that it is almost part of the same activity and there are nearly as many driving stories as there

are climbing stories told in climbers' hangouts.

For many climbers a weekend climbing session almost always began by long but fast
drive and even within climbing areas themselves the availability of a bike or a car meant
exploratory trips could be undertaken on a regular basis from a favourite climbing centre to
explore new areas (a clear example of this is the development of the Anglesey sea cliffs as a

climbing arena in 1964 by climbers who preferred to mix socially and were accommodated in

or near Llanberis some thirty miles away).

The advantage to climbers in general brought about by the availability and refinement

of both ‘Black ton up machines’ (motorbikes), or private cars was noted by Smyth (1966)

wiring in Rock Climbers in Action in Snowdonia where he states :-

"Road transport is a subject close to all climbers hearts. In the same way that
we all spend a third of our lives in bed and know the need to be comfortable
there, a climber might spend a third of his weekend on the road. The first

requirement then 1s for his vehicle to be fast, not only for additional enjoyment

and prestige, but because the faster the car the sooner the climber, gets to bed
- in Wales on the Friday night and at home on the Sunday night.

Smythe (1966) p79

When the working class grouping of climbers entered the climbing world in Wales after
the Second World War they found a sport which was, apart from the cost of travel and some

rudimentary equipment, free to engage in. The locations where climbing took place were on
crags and rockfaces which few people apart from climbers could either access or were
interested in and the sport anarchic in that there were no written rules. Many very steep cliffs
had still not been fully explored leaving plenty of resources in terms of new climbs to be
attempted and any competitive urge could be measured against a grading system.

By 1943 there were still only eight guidebooks dealing with climbing in Wales. These
were, Lliwedd, Thomson (1909), Climbing in the Ogwen District, Thomson (1910), A
Climber’s Guide to Snowdon and the Beddgelert District, Carr (1926), Cwm Idwal, Edwards
(1936), Tryfan, Edwards and Noyce (1937), Glyder Fach, Kirkus (1937), Lliwedd, second
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edition, Edwards (1939) and Clogwyn du’r Arddu, Edwards and Barford (1942). All of these
guidebooks had been produced by the Climbers Club which remained the dominant climbing

club for those interested in climbing in Wales, although many local climbing clubs began to

form after 1945, Clark and Pyatt (1957).

After 1945 an influx of activists, initially spearheaded by Peter Harding and Tony
Moulan, two Derbyshire-based climbers, started to raise the general climbing standard
particularly in Wales.

Harding and Moulan joined the Climbers Club and from the traditional base of ‘Helyg’

developed a number of new climbs mostly in the Llanberis Pass. Examples of these are
'Spectra’ graded Hard Very Severe (1947) and 'Ivy Sepulchre' also Hard Very Severe (1947)
both of which extended the grading system, Williams (1986).

Harding's most important contributions to the climbing world can be narrowed down
to three significant innovations, first, he produced what is considered the first modern guide
book (since it extended the grading system to take in the Hard Very Severe and Extremely
Severe category and also introduced technical grades) to Clogwyn Du’r Arddu and the
Llanberis Pass (1951) which became known in the climbing world as 'the bumper fun book’,
and second, he invented the skill of "hand jambing' a technique later developed by Joe Brown
and usually attributed to him, which 1s most useful in the climbing of very steep and
overhanging cracks, Unsworth (1977). Third, he began to experiment with protection devices
which allowed a degree of safety for climbers as they tackled steeper and more demanding

climbs.
Before the Second World Ward climbers employed little in the way of technical

support. Nevertheless, climbers could be distinguished by their use of two main items of

equipment. First, the use of ropes and second heavily nailed leather boots, followed later by

tennis shoes.

Leather boots with a variety of nails driven through the sole were considered the normal
and most effective footwear though at least two individuals preferred different styles. A. W.
Andrews for example climbed in Plimsoles whilst a certain Conor O'Brien was known to climb

regularly bare footed, Hankinson (1977).

The problem with this early equipment was its adequacy. The type of rope used was

unsuitable in that it could snap in the event of a shock loaded fall. It also became extremely
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heavy when wet and generally unmanageable in icy or frozen conditions. The rope was of
limited protection, being tied directly around the climber’s waist, but gave some protection to
the ‘leader’ of a climb while also giving confidence to the second person as he/she proceeded
up the climb. Nailed boots were cumbersome and also incredibly heavy when wet.

Despite these disadvantages the use climbers have made of equipment seemed to have
changed little up until after the Second World War. Even with the introduction of nylon ropes,
ex-WD pitons and karabiners after 1945, together with the refinement of more complex
equipment, including specialist lightweight rockclimbing shoes in the last half century the use
of equipment 1n climbing has always been valued less than the human ingredients of skill and

risk.

The working-class climbers brought a pragmatic attitude towards the sport so that all

manner of machine nuts on threaded nylon rope began to be used as ‘protection’. Previously
only slings over spikes and naturally occurring chockstones in the rockface had been used in
order to give climbers the advantage of some sort of safety if a fall occurred by the leader.
Today’s arsenal of protection devices were developed from these early beginnings all of which
did not come under ethical scrutiny as long as they could be removed by the ‘second’ in order
that the crag not be littered. More permanent fixtures such as 'pegs' or 'pitons' were usually

only allowed after ethical debate and 1n any case used as sparingly as possible, yet after 1945

their use was 1ncreasingly acceptable so that Peter Harding, was to write:

"This article would be incomplete without an attempt to rekindle the old flame

of controversy. Pitons! Pegs! Bergstaples! Call them what you will - a rose
by any other name - and there would still be the same old questions, to be or
not to be. At one time in this country rubbers were looked upon in much the

same way as pegs are regarded by some climbers today. Climbing in rubbers

(plimsolls) 1s now an accepted and even desirable practice” which shows the
triumph of common sense over prejudices”

Harding, P., quoted in Young, Sutton and Noyce (1957) p86

In 1951 Harding produced a guidebook to climbing in the Llanberis Pass which

contained a small supplement recording the climbs of a working class grouping of climbers

from Manchester whose loosely affiliated club name was ‘The Rock and Ice’.

This club was formed on 26" September 1951 and initially contained 13 original
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members. The membership of the Rock and Ice Club at its zenith was 23 so that 1t was always
a relatively small grouping but nevertheless it was effective particularly in the production of

hard new climbs in and around the Llanberis area. For example, an analysis of the current

Llanberis Pass guidebook, Williams (1986), shows that in the period from 1951 - 1953 its
members achieved twenty four new climbs of which eleven reached the Extremely Severe

category, ten were Hard Very Severe and the remaining three were Very Severe. Before 1947
there were no climbs graded Extremely Severe in Britain.
The Rock and Ice grew from an earlier club known as the ‘Valkyrie’ which was largely

concerned with climbing on Derbyshire gritstone. Thus the working class climbers that now
began to emerge and lead the climbers’ hierarchy in Wales had gained experience and practised
rock climbing on the outcrops and edges of the Peak District. This area was easily accessible
to them from their homes in the north west of England by means of public transport especially
when compared to the Lake District, Wales and the Scottish Highlands at this time.
Derbyshire gritstone edges seldom exceed more than eighty feet in height and are usually much
less, they are not big mountains, but their main significance at least as far as the climber is
concerned, 1s that they can be used as a practice ground for the development of techniques that
can be transferred to longer more difficult climbs in other locations as well as providing

significant climbing challenges in their own right.

In Manchester the group met at the Y.M.C.A. to drink tea, play pool and plan weekend
or week long holiday trips. Instead of finding a venue which provided services when visiting

Wales the working class grouping preferred to either ‘bivouac’ or camp in the Llanberis Pass

but sometimes stayed 1n Nant Peris at a premises known as the ‘Cromlech hut’.

The ‘Cromlech hut’ was in reality a loft above a cowshed. It was not advertised as a
hut and the climbers were responsible for giving it such a title. There were several practical
reasons for using 1t as a base. Firstly, it was better than camping during periods of bad
weather. Secondly, it required little or no economic outlay (depending on the appearance of
the farmer) and, thirdly, the Nant Peris hamlet is situated within a three quarter mile walk from
the first cliffs in the Llanberis Pass, whilst the ‘Cromlech’ (a commonly used climbers’
abbreviation referring to the popular climbing area Dinas-y-Cromlech) is itself only a half mile

further on. With any type of vehicle the Llanberis Pass can be accessed from Nant Peris in

five to ten minutes.
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For the working class climbers the ‘Cromlech hut’ suited frugal requirements and
provided something of a comunal base, Young (1957), whilst carrying out weekend climbing
activity.

During the working week their employment usually consisted of hard manual work in
the building and engineering trades, for example, two of the leading climbers from this
grouping, Don Whillans and Joe Brown, later to become known in the climbing world as ‘The
Baron’ and ‘The Villain’ respectively were plumbers, whilst some of their marginally less able

competitors such as Joe ‘Morty’ Smith and Ron Moseley were mechanics and engineers

respectively, Brown (1967).

The working-class climbers were physically strong and able to apply solutions to
practical problems, an experience of which they transferred to climbing as they negotiated their

way up steep difficult climbs, often in dramatic situations.
As a climbing team Brown and Whillans combined to create a powerful partnership but
also made their individual mark on the climbing world by creating their own distinctive routes

in the company of other members from the Rock and Ice Club.

Joe Brown’s ascent of Cenotaph Corner on Dinas Cromlech in the Llanberis Pass
(1952) 1s an example of this. ‘The Corner’ as it is commonly known in the climbing world
was considered impossible by previous generations of climbers, one of whom, Menlove
Edwards, had already proposed its name, Perrin (1985).

Eventually Brown and Whillans became the first working class climbers to gain iconic

status in the climbing world and top the climbers’ hierarchy. Brown’s first ascent of Cenotaph

Corner marked a turning point in climbing history and epitomised the term ‘hard’ climbing

with which the working class climbers became associated.

The climb 1is still considered as an entry point into the extreme climbing grade and
nowadays remains the goal of many aspiring leaders who wish to begin climbing at a high
standard. The grade of the ‘Corner’ 1s E1 and is a good example of what climbers refer to as

a ‘classic climb’. Its description in climbers’ guidebooks bears testimony to this :

“Cenotaph Corner 140ft. E1 Brown, Belshaw (1952)

The pitch is one of the best in Britain, giving superb climbing in a perfect line
up the centre of this fine cliff. A ‘must’ for all aspiring hard men, its ascent in
good style makes an introduction to modern hard climbing. Two pitons are
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usually in place, more definitely are not needed, whilst a good leader will try

to use less. Protection is good throughout, although a little cunning is needed
to find it all!

Start directly below the Corner. A low piton is sensible as a belay.

I 120ft. A few easy ft. lead to the foot, and fairly normal bridging follows to
reach the first hard move by a good thread runner at 20 ft. Either swing out L.
to reach jugs and a mantelshelf, or layback in the corner on finger-holds. The

resting place above is followed by easier climbing at about vs mainly on the L.
wall, until another resting place is reached where a ledge runs out onto the R.
wall (Plate 21). (This is the stance of the Girdle Traverse!). The crack i1s now
wider and some jambing moves lead to a large chockstone at about 90 ft. A
second hard section follows into a niche with a piton and rest in a bridging

position below the last few ft. This final section is hard and needs careful

climbing to find a good finishing hold and so reach the top. Belay at a tress 20
ft. back.”

James (1970) p96

The emergence of the Rock and Ice grouping as the standard-setters in climbing was
supported by a number of other regional clubs that had formed after the Second World War.

Amongst these were the Stonnis Club and the Oread, whilst the older and well established

clubs like the Climbers Club and Manchester Rucksack Club also continued to engage in

climbing activity, though none of their respective members could match the performance and
skill displayed by the Rock and Ice grouping.

Out on the crags these different groupings began to meet and the working class climbers
were often amused by the accents of their middle class contemporaries when engaging in
climbing action; referring to them as "Oxbridge types’ and often mimicking their accents as

well as ascribing nicknames to some of their own members borrowed from those heard on the

cliff face. In this sense Joe Smith became known as ‘Mortimer’ which also had the practical
purpose of differentiating between the two Joes, Brown and Smith when shouting to each other
on the cliff, Brown (2001).

It is worth noting that working class climbers were under no pressure to climb within
the ethical parameters of previous groupings but the fact that this happened meant an increase
in standards whilst still climbing in authentic style.

The Rock and Ice continued to develop climbing activity in Wales throughout the
decade as greater numbers of participants began to engage in the sport and gradually repeat

their climbs Crew, Soper, Wilson (1974),though it would be some time before their technical

standards would be surpassed.
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Significantly climbing was becoming less defined by class barriers since the activity in
Wales was now a shared one rather than the somewhat socially closed innovation it had been
in the early part of the century. In this sense the climbing world became more united around
the core object of the activity.

Don Roscoe was the first member of the original Rock and Ice who applied to join the
Climbers Club. He was eventually accepted and produced 1n 1961 a guide book to the North
Side of the Llanberis Pass, which included many of the new climbs ‘put up' by members of the
Rock and Ice throughout the 1950's. The emergence of the Rock and Ice Club widened the
social base from which climbers were drawn and this feature of the climbing world was further
compounded after 1960 when climbing grouping's from clubs associated with the red brick
universities had begun to develop. The most significant one to emerge in the climbing world
was the Alpha Club. The Alpha Club was a loosely held together formation of climbers from
a number of universities most of whose members were keen to repeat the harder climbs in and
around Wales and the Lake District. Some of their members such as Martin Boysen and Peter
Crew began regularly visiting Wales and Crew 1n particular occasionally joined forces with

Joe Brown who continued to produce new climbs and explore new climbing sites or arenas.
The social hub of the climbing world became centred around Llanberis and the Padarn

Lake Hotel or 'The Pad' as it became known in the climbing world and this point is

emphasised by Joe Brown in his autobiography ‘The Hard Years’, Brown (1967) p15.

One of the emergent young climbers at that time, the ‘Captain’ also remembers what

he describes as the ‘old days’ and the ‘pad scene’ :

“In the ‘pad’ they’d all be there on Saturday night. Brown played darts,
Whillans held up the bar. They were always surrounded by climbing friends,
a few locals and hangers on. We were dead keen then, didn’t drink too much,

but the ‘pad’ was something always great climbing crack, noisy and crowded
out.”

(The Captain (1995) in conversation with the author)

- A major discovery by the Alpha Club was the potential for climbing on sea cliffs off

the coast of Anglesey in 1964 which,"entered the climbing world with a loud fanfare of
trumpets”, Collomb (1973). Gogarth as the sea cliff was called was a hard and serious arena

for the activity and required would be prospectors to be able to climb at very severe standard
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or above even to attempt to climb there, furthermore Gogarth was not just one cliff but an

umbrella term for an area that contained seven cliffs of around 250ft, each of a slightly

different character in terms of rock type, Sharp (1978).
The discovery of the Anglesey sea cliffs marked an important development in the

history of climbing in Wales as 1t provided a new arena and resources which up until 1966 had
remained untouched by climbers. The 1dea of sea cliff climbing in itself was not new since

early accounts by A. W. Andrews are to be found in the Climbers Club Journal (1905) dealing

with the exploration of sea cliffs off the coast of Cornwall. Further accounts are to be found

in the Climbers Club Journals (1934), (1937) and (1938) respectively.

The Cornish sea cliffs are for the most part easy of access and are generally composed
of solid granite, whereas the Gogarth sea cliffs provided climbers with an altogether greater
challenge both 1n terms of access and general seriousness. This is because the view from the
cliff top is generally restricted so that the means of approach is often by ‘abseil’*** or steep
descent paths.

When ‘abseiling in’, climbers may well miss features such as caves in undercut rock
platforms so that on occasions climbers undertaking exploration have been left spiralling
around in space with the end of the rope still way above the sea or proposed ledge. In these
cases the means of escape is by ‘prussicking’ or jumaring™"" back up the rope, an exercise that
often requires a great deal of time and some danger from loose material being dislodged from
the edge of the cliff by continual tension on the rope.

In one particular incident during the early exploration of Cilan head on the Lleyn
Peninsula a climber lost consciousness whilst spinning out of control near the end of a 50 metre

rope. He was woken sharply by the shock of entering the sea but luckily did not sustain

further injury, Jones, T. (197)).

Once the base of the cliff or zawn is reached the first few feet of ascent may involve
the negotiation of highly polished sea-washed rock, sometimes covered in seaweed and/or
razor-sharp barnacles.

Waves and swell, together with changing tides, need to be accounted for and nowadays

a copy of current tide tables is a necessary and sensible aid to sea cliff climbing.

kE®
' Abseil. A method of sliding down a rope in a controlled fashion

I _ ~
Prussiking and Jumaring. Methods of re-ascending a rope often using special equipment i.e. Jumars.
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Occasionally narrow passageways and caves may be traversed or passed through at low
tide to gain access to various parts of a cliff, though not always without hazard, since two
climbers reported an incident which left them face to face with a large seal whilst attempting

to exit from the ‘North Stacks’ area at ‘Gogarth’ by a rarely used cave passageway.

In the initial exploration of Gogarth psychological factors also played a part when
selecting routes to climb. Though for the most part ethical boundaries were not overstepped
and remained the same as those employed whilst climbing on inland cliffs yet competition for

new routes was greater than ever and was accompanied by technological improvements
provided by the climbing industry that had begun to make ‘protection devices’ specifically for

rock climbing use and as Sharp (1978) noted 1n the now-defunct ‘Mountain’ magazine :

“The real onslaught began in 1964, and there followed a race for routes such
as had never before been seen in Britain. At that time, the main mountain cliffs
of North Wales, particularly Clogwyn du’r Arddu, were reeling under the
attacks of the Alpha Club. Leading the activity was Peter Crew, a young
climber keen to dislodge Joe Brown from his then acknowledged position as
king of climbing. New lines were fast disappearing as the voracious Alpha
gobbled them up, but keen competition between the members of the club
ensured great secrecy concerning the whereabouts of the remaining lines.”

and also that :

“ Another explanation for the meteoric growth in popularity of such a serious
cliff is perhaps the general improvement that occurred in equipment at that
time. Denny Moorhouse had just started his ‘Clog’ factory in North Wales, and
was producing a wide range of nuts and, just as important, chrome moly pegs.
When nuts first appeared in the early ‘sixties, they were slow to catch on. At
first, ordinary hexagonal nuts were reamed out and threaded on slings, but the
accepted ethic still laid the emphasis on threaded chockstones, and climbers
carried specially fashioned wire threaders to pull the slings round the chocks
they had inserted. Later, specially designed alloy chocks were introduced, first
by Troll and Moac, then by Clog, but these again were at first considered a
trifle unethical.”

Sharp (1978) pp22-24

The development of climbing at Gogarth also gave final evidence that rockclimbing was

a sport in its own right and could be carried out anywhere cliffs could be found whether they
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were in mountainous areas or not. This sea cliff development by climbers also coincided with

a greater degree of social mobility and economic freedom.

For example, Joe Brown had moved to live in Wales in 1965 in order to open his new

climbers shop in Llanberis followed later by another retail outlet in Capel Curig. Until the
1960's the activity of climbing in North Wales still meant, in most cases, activity carried out
by visitors to the locale, however 1n 1967 a significant sale occurred of land and property
which allowed many derelict or semi derelict cottages to be bought up so that some individuals

involved in regular travel to the area made property purchases and therefore became owners

of various premises mostly in the Gwynedd area.

Twenty one thousand five hundred and sixty acres of land and property were auctioned
by the Vaynol estate so that it was possible to acquire all manner of buildings in and around

Caernarfon, Bangor, Port Dinorwic, Llanberis, Nant Peris, Rhyd Ddu, Nantlle and Trefarthen

on the Isle of Anglesey, Arris (1977).

Some properties were bought by active climbers who moved to the area on a permanent

basis so that in this manner North West Wales received its initial climbing ‘commune’

composed of mostly English émigrés from the larger industrial and commercial centres of

Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and London.
I located eleven people with a link to climbing who moved to the locale in this period
and one factor about the places they lived in was that none of them impinged to any great

extent on local communities so that they tended to be isolated farmhouses and cottages mostly

in need of some kind of renovation rather than terraced village houses.
The Vaynol sale can be seen as an important factor in the wider social context yet it

also helps to pinpoint a significant development in the social world of climbing with particular

relevance to North West Wales.

The reason this was significant is that instead of remaining keen weekend climbers the
activists who moved to the area in the 1960s could begin to live what is now referred to in the
climbing world as a ‘climbing lifestyle’. This meant they could maximise time spent climbing

by doing so after work in the summer months and generally gain more knowledge about the

locality and its various arenas by engaging in climbing activity more regularly than their

visiting weekend counterparts.

In time they created something of a magic circle of ‘local experts’, many of whom

33



contributed to a further extension in climbing standards and some of whom attained iconic

status in the climbing world whilst topping the climbers’ hierarchy.

Peter Crew or ‘Kid Crew’ as he 1s still referred to, particularly exemplified the sport
and its activity during this period and many of his routes such as ‘The Great Wall’ on Clogwyn
du’r Arddu (1963) and ‘Mammoth’ (1966) typify the limits of climbing standards at this time.

Furthermore, the exploits of these local experts became documented and photographed
in the emerging climbing media through the introduction of the specialist climbers’ magazines,
‘Rocksport’ and ’Mountain’ as well as by Cleare and Smythe (1966) in their book ‘Rock

Climbers in Action in Snowdonia’.

By the 1970s climbing in North West Wales experienced something of a social lull and

some of the climbers who had come to live in the area were accused of general apathy so that:

"In their fundamental desire to escape from the claustrophobic cities, from
nine-to-five jobs and attendant responsibilities, and live in the Mountains, they

became in time estranged by a veneer of poverty and aimless purpose in life
from the surroundings they admired and wished to preserve."

Collomb (1973) p35

This pause in climbing activity was relatively short-lived and in 1974 significant
climbing action led to a restructuring of the grading system and the introduction of what, at
that time, were referred to as ‘super routes’. Resident activists Ray Evans and Alec Sharp
began to raise local standards and as many of the new climbs contained more difficult moves

than those on the standard Extremely Severe, Sharp suggested extending the grading system

at the upper limit of the scale. This meant that once a climb had been designated as Extremely
Severe it should then be categorised 1n relationship to others in the category so that the system
could give a better indication of the type of climb encountered. First, a numerical grade
starting at Extreme One, (El), followed by a technical grade based on the hardest move on the
route would be applied.

After some debate throughout the climbing world in general this system was adopted

and now forms the accepted method of grading 'adventure climbs'. The following table then

serves to illustrate this point.
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Table 1

Standard Abbreviation | Technical
Grade

Moderate
Difficult
Very Difficult
Severe

Very Severe
Hard Very Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe
Extremely Severe

It may also be noted that climbs from very difficult upwards will in most cases also
carry a technical grade for example E4, Sc or E7, 6b might occur. The E system most often
refers to the overall seriousness of the climb whilst the technical grade attempts to objectify
the actual difficulty. Thus a very safe climb might receive a low E grade but because of high
technical standards of climbing be graded for example El, 6a, whilst a very serious climb that
is considered dangerous to fall from owing to loose rock and or perhaps a lack of protection
devices (which would otherwise make the climb safe) might be graded ES5, 5c.

Also in the summer of 1974 Peter Livesey made two significant ascents, one in North

Wales and one in the English Lake District. The climbs were named and graded, both ‘Right
Wall’ on Dinas-y-Cromlech, and “Footless Crow’ on Goat Crag were rated ES, at the time the
hardest grades achieved in the British Isles. It took five years before this standard became a
reasonable aspiration for up and coming climbers and Right Wall in particular is now

considered as something of an entrance examination into high grade climbing and is described

in contemporary guidebook form thus :-

“s%* Right Wall 150 feet ES (1974)

Although it has lost its awesome reputation through many ascents, this brilliant
climb is still a big lead and should not be underestimated. The original way up
the wall, it is a route-finding masterpiece, the holds only coming to light at
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close quarters. Start at the right-hand end of a grassy ledge at a short wall and
short corner below some old bolts.

1 150 feet. 6a. Ascend the short wall to a ledge. Climb the corner, breaking
out left up the diagonal crack. Move back right and continue up the wall on
pockets to a narrow ledge and so to a good rest on the right. Step up onto a
prominent foothold and climb leftwards to a large broken pocket; or move left

a few feet and ascend direct. From the top of the pocket step left and climb up

on small pockets to a line of holds rising rightwards to The Girdle ledge.
Traverse right until directly below a shallow pocket, The Porthole, 20 feet
above. Start up the crux wall just to its right, then step into it, and so reach a

series of good holds which run rightwards past a good spike<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>