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A journey to Ecuador, or middle earth
November 2005, Donald Gill

The air brakes on the Iberian Aerbus from Madrid jerked the mind back into real time as it
approached the narrow runway cut into the northern suburbs of Quito, the capital of Ecuador.
Out of the window cumulus nimbus clouds towered over volcanic peaks, some with snow and
ice, high above the Amazonian basin, like giant plum puddings. Herbert Herzmann, our
leader, was looking forward to revisiting the high Andes with his fellow climbers, Niamh
McGreen, Mary Reilly and me.

Quito is around 3,000 m above sea level and just south of the Equator. On arrival the first
rule is not to run upstairs at our hotel/hostel, Sierra Nevada, or one might have a seizure due
to the rarefied air! Second rule is to mind potholes on the pavements — let motorists take care
of their own craters on the roads, but beware of motorists avoiding craters! It was not hot
despite the equatorial latitude, more like an Irish spring day, and fleeces were necessary to
keep warm most of the time. A couple of days were required at Quito to acclimatise. However
time passed quickly in a cultural trip of the Spanish buildings and highly decorated churches
of the old town, and shops in the new town. We picked up our fourth member, Niamh, who
had already been diving at the Galapagos Islands where she had an encounter with hammer
nose sharks.

Cotopaxi Glacier

It was time for higher acclimatisation at Passochoa National Park about 30 kms south of
Quito. After a bumpy ride up the track we set up camp and climbed a ridge to about 3,800 m
on the first day. We failed to find a route to Passochoa peak at 4,200 m on the second day
due to rotten rock on the final section. Meanwhile, | was feeling the effects of altitude and
had to descend. Our next trip was to Otavalo, an Indian town and the base for climbing El
Cotacachi at about 5000 m. Due to a report of bandits in the area we camped for two nights
at 4,000 m beside a police security hut guarding some aerials. | was feeling grotty with a
chest infection competing with altitude sickness and | moped around the campsite for two
days! This climb failed due to poor weather conditions, the inability to find the route per the
guide book and GPS trouble. Ortavalo, especially the markets, was great value for shopping.
My new sweater cost all of US$10!



This was an Indian town and most of the men wore long hair tied in ponytails with floppy hats
and maybe ponchos. The girls were really good looking with loads of gold beads around their
necks and long black skirts.

Herbert was keen to climb the second biggest
mountain in Ecuador, the volcano El Cotopaxi at
5897 m. We all got a lift to the National Park where
we stayed in a new hostel with a thatched roof,
' Paul Henry west of Ireland style. A nearby peak
offered a challenge for more acclimatisation.
Herbert set off with Mary and Naimh to the high hut
on Cotopaxi and they commenced climbing in the
middle of the night. However difficult route finding
on the glaciers forced the team into an early
descent. Meanwhile | had not yet recovered and
decided to go down to a lower altitude towards the
Amazon basin to the town of Banos to wallow in
the hot volcanic springs. They were certainly hot
and so was the weather compared with Quito. On
the way down my camera was stolen from my
rucksack on the bus adding a sour note to
proceedings. Mary’s was also stolen. Fortunately |
had saved two rolls of exposed film at Quito.
However Mary had her total digital record stolen.
It took a lot of soaking in the public baths to calm
down after that! As the only visible Europeans we
were the centre of attention in the baths — perhaps
due to one’s rugged looks? The water was very
murky and brown but it did nothing to change
the white skin!

On arrival back at Quito | felt almost cured, but
slightly weaker. Herbert and Niamh had come back
from a successful climb up El Cayambe at 5790 m,
glaciers and all, with Abraham as a guide. They
had fun ice climbing on the glacial cliffs before the
climb.

Meanwhile | was getting restless and a rock climb/scramble up Rucu Pichincha at 4627 m,
above Quito, was beckoning. A new cable car took us to about 4,000 m where there was a
magnificent view of the town and surrounding volcanoes. We were joined by Matthew, an
Austrian doctor — a mite too late for this patient! We roped up and climbed the route moving
together most of the time. Not much security was required, bar the occasional sling, except
on a U shaped aréte that was a bit tricky. It was a glorious sunny day and we rejoiced on
reaching the summit, at least | did with minimal huffing and puffing.

An interesting place just north of Quito is Mitad de Mundo. In 1736 the position of the
middle of the world, i.e. the equator, was calculated by 13 French scientists. A monument
and 13 statues of these guys were erected. It has since turned into a theme park with a
viewing tower and various buildings dedicated to science and arts. A gold line runs down the
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middle of the central courtyard to mark the equator and to create a photo opportunity to stand
with a foot in each hemisphere.

Days were running out and Herbert arranged to climb El Cotapaxi with Abraham. Niamh took
time out to chill out at another volcanic bathing centre. | arranged to climb the volcano, llliniza
North at 5120 m with Mary and our guide, Romell. We set off from Quito in a 4WD truck at
04.00 and arrived at the top of a rutted track at dawn where we started walking. Three hours
later we stopped at a simple refuge for a warm drink and a bite to eat. The serious climbing
started here up steep scree to a rocky aréte where we paused to allow my lungs time to
recover and to admire the deep crater below us with a luminous green lake at the bottom
separating the mountain’s twin peaks. The scree was an amazing orange colour covered
with small blue volcanic crystals. We roped up here and the climb continued up firm rocky
crags that were more pleasant to climb than the gritty volcanic scree. In due course we
reached the summit marked by a small iron cross. It was a great feeling and we recorded the
occasion with the usual pictures and a welcome lunch. Retreating down was tiring and it was
a long day by the time we got back to Quito. There were great celebrations that evening as
Herbert and Abraham had reached the summit of his favourite volcano and | got up my first
5,000 m mountain. Margueritas were downed and the steaks served that night were.

Cotopaxi

We previously had a farewell dinner with Niamh who had an appointment at Guatemala
where she was to meet her brother, Brendan. So farewell to Ecuador where the sun drops
from the sky at 1800 hours followed rapidly by night, and where the half moon hangs
sideways in the sky like a silver hammock. Oh, and Christmas came shortly after we arrived
in that colourful country, coloured lights, decorations, Santa Claus and all!



Book Review
Total High: My Everest Challenge, Grania Willis
Penny Bartlett

This is a highly readable account of Willis’ journey, mental, physical and geographical, to the
summit of Everest. It is a very honest account which details everything you ever wanted to
know about the experience of climbing the world’s highest mountain today — right down to
base-camp in-jokes. Her story is augmented by plenty of interesting biographical material
about her life and career so far.

Before embarking on this intense personal journey, Willis (49, single, brought up in England)
was the equestrian correspondent for the Irish Times. She describes a life lived to the full,
but which was stopped short on several occasions by serious injury, which she has come
through with incredible resilience. She paints a picture of herself as a party girl, with
indomitable spirit, and it is these characteristics together with her enviable fitness levels that
enable her to achieve her Everest goal. Along the way she battles with the grief of the
sudden death of her teenage nephew shortly before she leaves for Everest, but finds solace
in small things which remind her of him; these reflections sit slightly awkwardly with the rest
of the story, but are obviously integral to her experience of climbing the mountain.

Struck by its beauty, Everest is the holy grail of mountaineering for Willis, a relative
newcomer to the sport. Like many, she joins a commercial expedition to achieve this. Such
expeditions reduce the amount of planning required for the individual, add some creature
comforts to an otherwise gruelling trip and provide technical and human support while on the
mountain. Led by Russell Brice, her team ascends the north east face, which is colder and
more demanding than the south face, involving 3 technical sections above 8,000m. Drawing
on her immense inner strength Willis reaches the summit, but fatigue sets in on the descent
and hypoxia threatens when she finds herself without oxygen. Her life is saved by her
selfless sherpa who brings her a full oxygen bottle.

| enjoyed the level of detail & the female perspective of the book (especially since O’Leary
has not been very forthcoming about her own ascent). The author has taken a fast-track,
pay-as-you-go approach to mountaineering which does not always garner respect (to quote
an Irish Times peer review, the key to self-respect and peer respect in mountaineering is
independence), but this is not to belittle an otherwise highly impressive personal
achievement. Her ability for self-publicity is also impressive, but in so doing she has raised
a massive amount of money for the Irish Hospice Foundation.

Grania Willis. Total High: My Everest Challenge. Red Rock press, 2005. Photographic
illustrations. E14.99.

May Bank Holiday Weekend at the Culdaff Climb Fest 2006
Barry Watts

Irish Climbing’s answer to Witness kicked off on Friday 28th April, This event, in its second
year, was ably hosted by the Colmcille Climbing Club. In all 18 IMC members answered the
call and headed North. Culdaff is a small village in Northernmost Donegal on the Inishowen
Peninsula, fortunately the long drive pays dividends as there is much good quality climbable
rock within 5 miles radius. We pitched tents at Bunagee Pier on a patch of scrub land and
we all went to bed early.



On Saturday we all trooped off to Dunmore Head the first developed and if not the biggest
certainly the flagship crag of the area. Our members got busy and mopped up the following
routes which most agreed were top notch: Diversion (HS); Orange Blossom (HS); Cheatin
Bitch (S); Peapod (VS); Oxo in October (S); Ivy Slalom (S); February freeze up (S); Bird’s
nest bulge (S) and Absent Friends Five (VS). Lorenzo did his first lead Oxo in October. That
night there was a bonfire with singing and music at Bunagee Pier.

The next morning some opted for Paul Dunlop’s inspirational and well told slideshow pres-
entation on the 1998 Irish K2 Expedition in McGrory’s Hotel. However many of us could not
succumb to the warm indoors and hot coffee and had a sleep in instead. We headed straight
for Brazil Rock a mere 15 minutes from the tents. There parties got to work on Bunageee
Bluegrass Boys (MS); Alhambra (VD); Broadbinn’s Emporium (HS); The Hustler (HS); Cap
Gun Corner (S); Expertise (S) and Martin Sweeney made a rare ascent of Zanzibar (HVS).
Rain halted play at about 3pm when it became persistent. We headed to Conor Doherty’s
summer house in Carndonagh while it bucketed down. We bundled into McGrory’s hotel later
and left there in the wee hours of the morning.

Brazil Rock

It stopped raining at about 10am on Monday morning and the wind picked up and sun came
out, some bailed out and went to Dublin, some went to do the top ropes that were fixed to
the cliff next to the tents, Martin Sweeney and | with stars in our eyes headed for Kinnegoe
Bay. | led Forked Lightning (VS) and Martin did Red Duster (E1), both 3 star routes of the
highest quality in wonderful surroundings.

| think most people who went to this event were impressed by the preparations that the
Colmcillers put into this event: top ropes and abseil ropes left in place, litter collection, water
containers filled up, bonfire wood collected not to mention carpet put in parts of Dunmore
head to prevent the undergrowth becoming rutted from so many feet. So roll on 2007.



Ice
Kevin Byrne

The path from the carpark is steep but thankfully short as the sack is heavy and the fithess
well below par. The nearby ski slopes look inviting ...zoom up, swish down on the well
groomed pistes; maybe a gluwein or two (aprés ski, you know). Dream on! Right now, the
place we’re headed has no lift, no grooming and is hidden behind a canopy of snow laden
spruce. A mystery I'm anticipating with excitement and a little nervousness.

Eventually the path takes us across an easy angled apron of ice. Getting near now. Shouts
from above. A volley of ice lumps. Time to shift ass. Finally we stop under the shelter of a
boulder to one side of the frozen water course. The rock prevents us getting a decent view
of what lies beyond. Pity, it's easier to psych yourself up studying a line.

We were just starting off a one week trip to one of the premier ice-climbing venues of the
French Alps, Argentiere-le-Besseé with its many adjacent valleys such as Fressinieres,
Fournel, Ceillac, la Grave, Ubaye. The very names conjure up exciting images of designer
ice routes. Tall, shapely, beckoning and beguiling — sirens in a fairytale world.

It began with a casual invitation from Clare and Calvin some time the previous Autumn.
“We'll be going out at the mid-term break. You'd be welcome to come along. Plenty of room.
Most of the routes are no more than an hour’s drive away”.

Yes please, where do | sign...? A chance to use the
new axes...justification for buying them in the first
place if that were needed. And in the company of two
climbers who know the area intimately. With
Christmas and a week’s skiing to distract in the
meantime it all seemed a bit distant but soon enough
the clock was counting down and worry setting in
that the arms might not be up to the task ahead. A
few quick visits to the wall and the chin-up bar,
tokens that wouldn’t do much more than provide a
psychological boost.

On arrival in Nice the temperature was hovering in
the low single digits. It doesn’t often get down below
zero on the Mediterranean coast so this was a good
omen for conditions up high. Three hundred
kilometres through the night to our base for the
week. Anxious glances upwards during the drive to
the moonlit summits for clues as to conditions.

Our first foray was to Ceillac. Holiday on Ice,
Easy-Rider, Formes du Chaos, Sombre Heros etc
etc...take your pick, all classics.

Holiday on Ice was ours.

Les Formes du Chaos

It offers 4/5 pitches and the option of two branches after the initial pitches. Both graded a
manageable 1I/3. Calvin led off around the boulder and was immediately lost to view. The
sound of the axes was re-assuring and it was obvious there was no shortage of ice. Soon
the ropes were being taken in and, as arranged, Clare and myself climbed a few meters one
behind the other to save time. Three on a rope can slow things up considerably.
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It was a magnificent day. Getting used to standing on front points again and trying not to
over-drive the axes. After a couple of pitches | was ready to try leading. The climbing was
straightforward but placing the screws quickly and efficiently was more challenging...it's easy
to understand why strength, stamina, mental control not to mention dexterity are the
qualities of a good ice-climber.

The following day saw us up in Freissiniere enjoying the delights of Fracasterus, a spicier
grade lll/4 offering with 4 pitches and the promise of a free standing ice cone (cigare) at the
top. As it turned out the cone was not fully formed, but this did not detract unduly from the
quality of the route. Two full length abs on the 60m ropes to get back to the bottom was a
satisfying finish.

A second magnificent day. Washed down, naturelment, with a fine (cheap) claret. Slainte
toutes le monde!

Picking up the pace on the third day, we managed to rise half hour earlier to go in search of
La Boutanche in the Bachelard valley of the Ubaye region — unfortunately a route that turned
out to be more elusive than a Scottish winter or an Irish Summer! We found the route alright
but it was far from the technical grade 4 billed, being more akin to a Scottish Grade Il gully
— vertical swimming up a river of soft snow and the usual detritus of wet gloomy gullies! The
few ice steps we did find did not merit roping up - ah, the confidence of two good days!
Though the location, the solitude and the scenery were again stupendous we felt a bit
cheated. So much so that two bottles of the local vin-ordinaire were deemed essential
compensation. A few beers on top added to our confidence when browsing the guidebook in
the warmth of the kitchen. And so it was that Fournel was chosen as the venue for
Wednesday’s sortee. Break out the snow chains and be ready to dig, drag, drop or die to get
there...and maybe even more to get back.

For the remainder of the evening, the guidebook became dog-eared with our reading and
re-reading (en Francais) the descriptions of the countless classics of this remote, high and
beautiful valley. We passed on Collosus de Rhodes a fine grade 1V/4+ that has a guidebook
time of 8 hours for its 13 or so pitches. Wow! One for the future perhaps - alpine starts were
strictly out of bounds this trip. Instead we took a 45-minute walk on a well trodden path to the
foot of Capitane Courageoux. Finding a party of 3 already ensconced, we reluctantly turned
our attention to Sexy Gully — the adjacent and sharply defined 4 pitch grade 11l/4 route. Steep
and unrelenting for each of its pitches, the ice formation and the climbing came to an abrupt
end in a cave...the wonders of limestone! Two 60m abseils (God bless that dwarf pine tree
growing at the mouth of the cave) coupled with down climbing the first few feet of the climb
completed a really memorable day in a fantastic location.

The following day, and what turned out to be our last, we returned to Ceillac to meet Jack
Bergin and Elaine Mullan, on a flying visit and determined to make every minute count. Once
again we were blessed with good weather and opted for the magnificent Formes du Chaos
the benchmark grade 11/4 of the whole area. Seven pitches in length, it fully merits its fame
and popularity. Fortunately there was only one party on the route, though they were more
than a little extravagant in kicking ice down on top of us. We were fortunate to catch up and
pass them so the risk of falling debris was removed and we could relax more. The crux pitch,
a contrived and delicate passage through a maze of chandeliers, was dispatched in style by
Clare. Good speed meant that we were able to squeeze in a second route - the two pitch
Easy Rider — a finale if not altogether as grand as most of the other stuff we’d done.



A snow laden weather front came in overnight and the following day was a wash-out for
climbing. But it did replenish the snow starved ski resorts and we were able to enjoy a good
afternoon’s skiing in Pra Loup. After that there were just the fleshpots of the Decathlon Sports
Megastore to round off a most satisfying trip.

Gear: Charlet Moser Quasar axes, Gravel G14 crampons, good warm boots, two 60m half
ropes (or 8.5m for even less impact on the ice-scews from a leader fall). A selection of ice
screws...about 10 for the party. Black Diamond Express screws are in a league of their own
(with a price to match, but shared between the party they are a worthwhile investment and
one you won't regret as you hang off one axe and don’t want to waste a second more than
necessary). A selection of slings, carabiners, tat for threading abalakov anchors though
these may be found in place on the popular lines. A helmet is essential to protect from falling
ice. Good gloves that either allow a high level of dexterity or that can be removed easily.
Bring at least one spare pair of gloves. Warm clothes and water-proofs of course.

Ice in Rjukan, Norway
Conor Doherty

Setting aside time from the 17th to the 24th of February, Denis Beakey, Tony Farrell, Shane
Lynch and | decided to travel to the small town of Rjukan in Norway to try the increasingly
popular ice routes there. The town is strewn along the bottom of a sheltered valley whose
steep sides are segmented by over 150 waterfalls. The declining sun of winter lights weakly
on the uppermost tiers, leaving the valley below in semi-darkness. With fluctuating maritime
temperatures, the falls contract to a slow sweat for several months, growing bulges of dense
water-ice, perfect for climbing. Much of this ice is sitting side by side, with walks-ins
averaging 10 to 20 minutes. It is even possible to park beside a column of Grade V ice and
belay through the sun-roof! Having limited to zero experience, my climbing partner Shane
and | figured this would give us an opportunity to put in as many vertical feet as possible.

The four of us arrived at Rjukan in the wee hours, courtesy of a young twit with a phone
clamped to his ear who ploughed his van into the side of our car. (No injuries, thankfully, but
the plush 4WD had to be switched for something slightly bigger than a Micra). After a few
hours sleep and a quick breakfast we got down to business at the Ozzimosis crag. This is a
roadside crag with a series of single pitch climbs, many at easier grades. Tony and Denis
wasted no time, polishing off a good number of routes, while Shane and | practiced
bouldering and placing screws. We selected a couple of Grade 2 and 3 climbs, setting up a
top-rope. We examined the ice. It was pearl white and delicate, set with intricate whorls and
baroque excresences; translucent sea-greens echoed and modulated in metallic blues, all of
it changing and growing with a minute and imperceptible life. We set about hacking it to bits
like a pair of navvies, or a bulldog molesting a wedding cake. It would have been tragic if the
stuff wasn’t going to melt anyway. | suspect we averaged 4-5 vigorous blows per placement,
each one dislodging great gouts of ice. Underneath all this whistling doom belaying was
more hazardous than climbing.



This was a Saturday and busy, though uncrowded. Top-ropes were easy enough to set up,
but because there were quite a few groups about you could waste a lot of time wallowing in
snow drifts and building anchors only to find the route occupied. However, like a mule with a
dictionary, we had a good collection of ice-screws and returned the next day to start leading
the easier routes. We soon discovered a mix of power, endurance and calculation brought
results, placing good gear when it was handy then moving steadily and decisively over the
harder sections.

The third day saw an attempt on the magnificent 7 pitch Fabrikkfossen (WI 3). Our multipitch
technique wasn’t quite together yet, so we had to cry off on the fourth pitch. Tony and Denis
did much better, despite being held up by a slow team of English climbers. It is standard
practice here to use two 60 metre half-ropes: our decision to use a single 50 metre for
simplicity meant that we couldn’t use the fixed abseils. Retreating through the steep and
darkening woods, we searched for anchors and flaked out rope, becoming organised and
efficient under the gentle pressure of the situation. Our teamwork, one of the essences and
rewards of climbing, rapidly improved. We reached the bottom just as darkness proper took
over and, despite the earlier kerfuffle, we were happy enough with our progress. Tony also
managed a proper, scream-inclusive fall while being filmed by Denis. Strangely enough, the
difficulty of an ice pitch seems to have a proportional effect on the belayers desire to whip
out a camera and start filming.

The next two days are spent covering some of the other areas, Krokan and the Lower Gorge.
Each of these has plenty of varied climbing with something for all levels. A mix of leads on
Grade II's and |lI's sees us ready to tackle a Grade IV for the last day, after a little top-rope
practice .
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|| Throughout the first five days the
temperature held at a steady 5-7
degrees below. Our final climbing day
sees the thermometer registering a rise
of almost 10 degrees. We head to the
Upper Gorge, a wonderful area with
some of the best climbs. It is also feels
like the narrowest, deepest part of the
gorge. The bottom is littered with the
shapes of rusted metal, the corpse of
the old Vemork factory. Previously
seated above the gorge it was hefted
unceremoniously down the cliffs to
make way for a new power plant.
Vemork was the site for German
production of heavy water in WWII and
the story of the daring commando raids
to destroy it feature heavily in local
histories. Directly beneath the new
building lies our own daring enterprise,
Bakveien, a 3 pitch Grade IV that twists
its way up a wide chute of rock,
bristling with thick yellowing icicles.
This would be an almighty finish to the
week.

However, it was not to be. In the rising temperature, the ice whispered and groaned about
us. Throughout the day we would hear dull cracks and thuds as wardrobe sized blocks of ice
sheared off the steepest walls and channeled into gullys below. Postponing our appointment
with Valhalla we took on the very wide slabs of Lettvann (WI 2). This has no risk of rock or
ice-fall and seemed the best bet. | finished the first pitch, setting up an ice belay with screws
that started to melt out immediately. “Climb when ready. And don't fall!”

We stuck to the side of the route to take advantage of rock and tree anchors. As we climbed
we watched tadpole-like waterdrops undulate beneath the ice. One screw released a jet of
water down Shane’s arm. Thankfully, the climbing was pretty easy and our skills had
improved, so we reached the top without much incident. A quick scout around the bottom of
Bakveien and we were ready to head home, resolved to take it on next year.

Getting there: You can fly to Oslo cheaply with SAS. We paid about E160 each return. From
Oslo it is probably best to hire a car and drive the 3-odd hours to Rjukan.

When: February is the best time, when the weather is pretty settled and the ice has had a
chance to form, though there is good climbing in January and March.

Staying there: Forget about camping, it's way too cold at night. Accomodation is plentiful
enough but can be expensive. Your best bet is to hire a hut between 8 or so.
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Gear: You won'’t be able to buy it there so bring it all with you. Kevin Byrne’s recommenda-
tions are a good guide. Tools with at least some clearance make a big difference. Straight
shafts will punish you.

Guidebook: J. Haukassveen and T. A. Bordevik. Heavy Water: Ice Climbing in Rjukan,
Norway. Rockfax, 2005.

Food and drink:
Expensive, even by lIrish
standards, but not crippling
if you self cater. Figure on
spending about 20% more
than Irish prices. Don’t even
think about eating out.
Oddly enough, the
Norwegians don’t seem to
either, so there aren’t many
options in Rjukan. On the
whole they don’t appear
overly pushed about the
influx of climbers and aren’t
trying to make money from
it.

I don’t know whether this is the effect of selling oil at $70 a barrel or the thriftiness of the
mostly Irish, Scots and English climbers. The Norwegians we met were all friendly and
helpful, even the one who wrecked our car!
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Liam O Réagain, 1917-2006
Joss Lynam

In 1948 Liam was one of the founders of the Irish Mountaineering Club. Already a hill-
walker, he became an active member of the Club, and took quickly to rock-climbing and
alpine mountaineering.

He was older than |, with a completely different background, so we were an unlikely pair of
friends, but together we made a very happy climbing pair. He was modestly content to
second me, where his reliable belaying and serene trust in my ability boosted my
self-confidence.

An early rock-climb together was what we thought was a new route, Carrot Ridge in the
Twelve Bens of Connemara in 1949. It is a real mountaineering route to the north top of Ben
Corr about 270m of climbing, easy by modern standards, but with continuous interest in a
grand location. Liam named it, because, he said, I'd cajoled him up it like a donkey following
a carrot; he translated the name as Meacan Bui. Our name has stuck, though we found out
afterwards it had been climbed years previously by two other pairs. He was highly amused
when Tim Robinson, doyen of Connemara place names, wrote in his Gazetteer, that “Carrot
Ridge is a mistranslation of the Irish Meacan Bui”.
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He was on the first three IMC Alpine
meets, which | led. The first, in 1949, was
based in Arolla in the Valais Alps and
culminated in the first Irish ascent of the
Rimpfschhorn. When the others had
gone home, the two of us climbed the
Zinal Rothorn (4221m) a fine
achievement for his first Alpine season.

The next year, after limbering up in the
Maurienne, the Meet moved to
Chamonix with designs on Mont Blanc.
Bad weather frustrated that, but we were
content with the traverse by everybody of
the Petit Aiguille de Charmoz and the
ascent by Liam, myself, and two others
of the Aiguille du Peigne,

Back in the Valais in 1951, we, with
others of the meet, climbed five peaks
and crossed as many passes, but
probably what stuck most vividly in both
our minds was a failed attempt by Liam,
my friend Gwynn and myself of the Dent
Blanche, making a scary descent, in a
storm.

| worked abroad for 14 years, and Liam
was no longer a serious mountaineer
when | returned, though he continued
hill-walking for many years, not just in
Ireland but in mainland Europe and at
least once in Morocco.

Zinal Rothorn 1949

He edited Volumes 2 and 3 of the original quarto cyclostyled IMC Journal, and wrote the first
of very few articles in Irish that have since appeared in the Journal or its successors.

A modest and retiring man, his mountaineering friends knew only that he was a senior and
much respected civil servant. It was only on reading his obituary in the Irish Times that |
realised the full significance of his career. Born in Wisconsin, his youth was spent in Co
Roscommon, joining the P& T Department initially in Carrick-on-Shannon. He rose quickly
to reach senior positions during the momentous period when the RTE Authority, An Post and
Telecom Eireann were all hived off from the Department. He retired as Secretary General in
1982.

He was a leading figure on the Irish language scene. He was associated with the
publications Comhar and Inniti, and co-founder in 1948 (his year for founding clubs!) of An
Club Leabhar, which fostered the reading of Irish language literature by secondary school
students.
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He was co-editor with Proinsias MacAonghusa of a series of selected writings of Connolly,
Pearse and Wolfe Tone.

In later years his sight deteriorated, until he was completely blind, a real tragedy for a man
so involved in literary work.

| remember him as quiet, modest, but knowledgeable and determined; he had a quirky, wry
sense of humour and an attractive smile.

The sympathy of the Club goes to his wife Aileen and their family.

THE LAKE DISTRICT.
Gerry Moss

When winter grips the mountains in a vice,
Silently stifling with its pall of snow,
Checking the streams, clasping the rocks in ice,
Still to the mantled summits [ would go...
Sun-drenched, I sense the message they impart,
Storm-lashed, I hear it sing through every vein;
Among the snows it whispers to my heart
‘Here is your freedom. Taste - and come again!’

Douglas Fraser.

Cumbrian historians maintain
that Patterdale, in the Lake
District, is named after our
own St. Patrick and,
according to folklore, it was
there he built his very first
chapel. This claim is, howev-
er, treated with some scepti-
cism by Patrician scholars on
our side of the Irish Sea. Yet,
if you have ever stood on the
summit of Croagh Patrick,
marvelling at the spread of
mountain, moorland and
coastline laid out before you.

Great End Cliffs

It is conceivable that the man who chose this spot for solitary prayer and reflection would
have been equally attracted to the beautiful mountain fastness of Patterdale. So, following
on from that, might it not also be true that it is not only upon us, and Erin’s green valleys, that
Patrick bestows his love and sweet smile - perhaps The Lake District benefits from his
benevolence, too. Certainly, this St. Patrick’'s weekend, we had somebody up there rooting
for us: we were presented with a landscape covered in deep, crisp snow, gift-wrapped in a
spell of dry weather, all tied up in ribbons of bright sunshine.
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Standing in the yard of the Fell & Rock hut at Borrowdale, the eye was immediately drawn
to the line of snow-covered hills stretching up on either side of the valley, and it was a case
of where the eye leads, the heart was more than willing to follow. All of ten years have passed
since we last had good snow conditions in The Lakes for St. Patrick’'s weekend and the
chance of indulging in some gully climbing was not to be missed.

So, just after eight o'clock on the Friday morning, we left the car park at Seathwaite,
heading up along the path by the river, making for Great End and its Central Gully. We were
the first party bound for the gully, but were soon overtaken by Sile and Dave, as we kicked
steps up the snow-covered path. When we reached the face the entrance to the gully was
clear but, above that, most of its 750 feet was shrouded in early morning mist.

I like climbing gullies - they satisfy some primeval instinct; cater more for artisans, than for
artists; appeal more to foot-soldiers than to specialists. | like them, too, because they can
never be taken for granted: the crux, and the difficulties, can change from year to year,
depending on conditions. In good years a gully can be benevolent, pleasant, enjoyable; in
lean years the same gully can be mean, menacing and begrudging. There is a touch of
anarchy about your average gully: the only rule is that there are no rules - nothing is barred,
everything that promotes upward motion is allowed. The classic X formation, beloved of the
ice-climbing instruction manuals, makes only brief, sporadic appearances here; similarly, the
methodical pick and kick routine used in climbing ice-falls plays only a small part in gully
climbing. The burning sensation in quivering calf muscles and the aching shoulders familiar
to ice-fall climbers is replaced here by a warm, all-embracing, all-inclusive tingle as every
moving part (well, almost) gets to share in the struggle. Then again, it may be a case of sweat
down your back, spindrift down your front and melt-water in the belly-button. It's a bit of a
jamboree, really. That's head-jams, shoulder-jams, elbow-jams, bum-jams and knee-jams.
It's a bit of bridging and a bit of balancing; it's being bent double beneath an overhang or
stretched to the limit out over a bulge. It's having one poor pick placement directly, precari-
ously, above the other, while forcing a way up the narrows; it's scrabbling with one
cramponed foot against the side-wall, while dabbing the other in the nether regions of some
dark hollow. It's the heart-warming thunk! of your axe biting deeply into solid ice or the heart-
stopping clang! of it bouncing off hidden rock. It's doing a bit of what today’s hot-shots refer
to as ‘torqueing’ and ‘dry-tooling’ (and the latter has absolutely nothing to with the process of
ageing) but what we always considered to be just ‘making the most of what was on offer’. It's
an ‘although | wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, thanks be to God I'm nearly there’ sort of
feeling. It's long run outs, dodgy ice-screws and dubious belays. It’'s the business.

We found Great End Gully in benign mood - the snow was dry, deep and firm; the ice was
green, thick and solid, all-in-all, a pleasant opportunity to practice the craft of axe and
crampon. Above the final bulge a uniformly steep slope of perfectly consolidated snow
provided a delightful finish. With the palms of the hands pressing down lightly on the head of
axe and hammer, it required no more than the gentlest of prods with the picks, the slightest
of kicks with front-points, to maintain contact. We progressed smoothly upwards to the
whistling of the wind, the hiss of spindrift flowing past, and the whisper of the rope gliding
over the snow.

On top, we hunkered down in the shelter of a small outcrop for a well-earned lunch and if,
like the Kerry cow, we hadn’t much to chew on, sure, we had the grandest of views. We
watched, fascinated, as the mountains did a take on Salome, dancing for us their version of

The Dance of The Seven Veils. The mist rose and fell, rose and fell, revealing brief,
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tantalising glimpses of shining faces, snow-white shoulders, gleaming flanks. Then, as if tired
of teasing us, the mist withdrew and all was revealed. The Lake District’s finest mountains
stood before us, each shimmering, noble peak garbed in white, each with her own brood of
crags clustered about her skirts. And there, encompassed within a morning’s activities and
the vista around us, were all the reasons for, and all the rewards of, a life-time spent
pottering about in the hills.

Climber in Central Gully

We went on our way with light hearts and, soon after, had another pleasant surprise. For the
first party we met was a group of our own members, cramponing up the steep ridge; Vera,
Michael, James and the two Johns, all in great form, a couple of summits all ready
accounted for, Scafell and Great Gable still to come. This was the pattern for the weekend,
as all fifteen capitalised on the good weather and great conditions. Alastair, Nick and John
concentrated on snow and ice climbing and ticked off routes on Great End, Helvellyn and
Blencathra; Kieran, Penny and Joe ranged far and wide across the hills; Des and Helen
juggled parental responsibilities, with one eye on the hills and the other on their little
chiseller.

As Liam and | descended towards the valley, the tops of the crags lining the eastern side of
Borrowdale were catching the evening sun and, addicts that we are, our thoughts turned to
rock. Not that we needed any prompting. We had started off the weekend with a visit to
Trowbarrow Quarry on Thursday afternoon. Located just off the M6 and set in a pleasant
landscape of low, rolling hills covered in large swathes of deciduous woodlands, the quarry
boasts a range of fine climbs and is well worth a visit. Perhaps as many as twelve years had
passed since last | climbed in Trowbarrow, and we were here to fulfil an ambition of Liam’s
by climbing Jean Jeannie, one of the great VS lines of the area. In seeking out the quarry we
were relying on my memory, as we had no guidebook with us. Not a great idea.

16



Our peregrinations brought us through some lovely countryside, however, where we were
entertained by the song of thrush and blackbird, the whirring of pheasant’s wings and the
frenetic dash of deer. When we eventually located the climb, | discovered that it had acquired
a considerable amount of polish during the intervening years. It also seemed to be leaning
forward that little bit more; the holds had positively shrunk; there were fewer of them and they
were much further apart than on the previous occasion. Perhaps the fact that | hadn’t taken
the time to warm up before launching up onto the rock, and was halfway up the route before
| began to feel at ease, may have had some bearing on all of this. Some people never learn.
Ah well, both Kieran (who was sampling his first bit of real rock of 2006) and Liam were
suitably impressed with the sustained steepness.

On the Saturday we visited, for the first time, a sandstone crag near Armathwaite, a little
north of Penrith. Developed by our own Alistair Yarrow ( a long time resident of nearby
Carlisle), the crag faces south in a pastoral setting and overlooks the deep, wide and
smooth-flowing Eden River. A pleasant, tranquil spot. We were joined by Sile and Dave and,
between us, we accounted for a number of routes, spread over the grades. As the afternoon
progressed Liam developed itchy feet, recalling how Shepherds Crag, in Borrowdale, had
looked so attractive the evening before, and expressing a desire to climb one of that valley’s
clasics, Little Chamonix. So, a quick dash south, a mug of tea and a portion of hot, freshly-
baked rhubarb crumble (an indulgence forced upon us by circumstances entirely beyond our
control - the only car park available was the one owned by the tea-rooms) and we were
headed in for the crag, as everyone else was heading out. We climbed steadily up through
the pitches as the evening closed in and silence settled over the valley. We paused to admire
the view out across placid Derwent Water to the mighty bulk of snow-capped Skiddaw, then
descended to our bags in the gathering dusk. We repaired to the hostelry in the tiny hamlet
of Rosthwaite, to be greeted by a shocked silence in the packed bar as the Irish rugby team
pipped Perfidious Albion in the dying moments of the Triple Crown decider.

All serene, then.

Sunday dawned bright and clear, with parties clearing off early in all directions, intent upon
getting something done before catching the ferry home. We were travelling back via
Holyhead, so our sights were set on a route, or two, at Gogarth. But as we drove south along
the coast we could see an extensive bank of sea mist over Holyhead Mountain, whereas
everywhere inland was bathed in bright sunshine, so we altered our course and went to
ever-reliable, almost-always-sunny Tremadog. It was like a summer’s day. We cruised up the
delectable, multi-pitch VS, One Step in The Clouds, dropped in to Eric’s for a cuppa, and
headed for the boat. Tired limbs were finally granted the rest they deserved as we relaxed
during a voyage that went as smoothly as the weekend itself. And why wouldn't it, when we
had someone up there looking out for us.

| tell you, Patrick is your only man!

Howlin’ Day Out
Tony Barry
On a positive note the day was not howlin, i.e. not a breath of wind, on the other hand it
bucketed down, straight down the back of your necks in particular if you were belaying. Four

IMC drowned rats (Darine, Patrina, Willy and myself) on the Emerald Isle’s most famous
mountain route.
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Sunday 5th June we set off from Lisleibane Car Park up the hags glen, climbing west and
above Lough Gouragh, pass the rescue shelter and on to Heavenly Gates. At the gates we
take a sharp right onto Howlin Ridge. We split into two pairs Willy and Patrina, Darine and
Tony. Protection is sparse enough, the best is offered with large slings and the odd nut. What
should have been exhilarating scrambling turned into VSWet due to persistent cold water
flow inside your sleeves, slimy foot placements, plenty of loose stuff, etc. You catch
someone’s face and get a grimacing smile noted with ‘this is great, isn’t it?” — It sure was.
There were about 5 messy pitches with the mountain and weather rewarding us every now
and again with a peek of the panorama that lay beneath the reeks blanket.

We avoided the final pitch dropping into Collins gully with Patrina leading out through an
unexpected exit crux and then taking the shoulder to the summit cross. We met a gang of
Latvian lads on top who were enjoying their day on top of Ireland in typical weather. Photo
opportunity reciprocated we descended via a flowing and broken Shea’s gully. It was
explained to Darine the gully was aptly named after our very own Se’ had cycled down.
‘Really’ in an Oz twang, ‘actually | don’t know, maybe’ maybe the IMC historical types can
shed light.

On the track out we received the best phone call from our comrades back at the hostel, ‘will
you be back soon, dinner is ready to go’. Half an hour later we were swopping epic tales of
mountain ridges, surfing and shoppin!!

Can’t wait to do it again in classic winter conditions or Slush!!

Winter Camp, Mourne Mountains
Declan Craig

Spurning the chance of a Ryanair tan, February saw some of the hardier club members
embark on a winter camp to the Mournes. Shouldering burdens a bit heavier than 10 quick-
draws and a chalk-bag some 15 campers assembled at the Meelmore Lodge car park.
Meelmore Lodge provides a good starting place for visitors to the Mournes with access to
excellent walking, as well as climbing at Spellack and the Bernagh Slabs. A supervised car
park, a café and a shower for a quid at the end of the day before the drive back south add
to its usefulness.

Firstly a briefing to indicate that the proposed campsite for the night would be in the Lough
Shannagh area and an outline of the general route, and the group set off.
As everybody was competent in the use of map and compass parties were left to travel by
route and pace dictated only by their mood and fitness or lack thereof.

After ascending Slieve Meelmore and descending to the col and the Mourne wall for a cuppa
the route continued taking in the tops of Meelbeg, Slieve Loughshannagh, Carn and Slieve
Muck with a decent to the lakeside campsite.

Camp for the night was set up on the northerly shore of Lough Shannagh, a very pleasant
location with enough flat ground for several tents nicely spaced. The inlet stream for the lake
provides a ready source of fresh water. After dining al fresco parties moved off into the
gathering darkness.
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Some to learn or practise night navigation, putting their pacing and bearing skills to good
effect on a circuit of the surrounding tops. Others opted for a torchlight ascent of Doan with
its nice scramble to the top.

Although cold, the night passed pleasantly, if not quietly...or was it a localised thunderstorm
coming from the direction of a particular tent :-)

Afine morning greeted the group and after breakfast parties headed East towards Ben Crom
and down into the Silent Valley. The fittest of the party made an ascent to Slieve Lamagan
continuing atop Cove and Slieve Beg before turning west towards Hares Gap and the
Trassey track for a return to Meelmore Lodge. Others chose a lakeshore walk from Silent
Valley locating a great bivy site marked as the Shelter Stone on the new 1:25000 Mournes
map at the head of the Ben Crom reservoir. Perhaps the next winter camp will be here but
sans tent. They then continued up along the Kilkeel River valley and on to Hares Gap. Still
others chose to visit the impressive tors on the summit of Slieve Bernagh, perhaps to return
when the weather has warmed with rack and rope.

All agreed that the weekend had been very enjoyable, and a useful opportunity to practise
general mountaineering skills that can become rusty when home is an easy drive away at
the end of the day.

Hugh Sharkey
Kevin Byrne

Hugh Sharkey, a leading member of the Irish Mountaineering Club and the Irish Ramblers
Club, died in a tragic climbing accident in the Wadi Rum area of Jordan in March 2006.

Born into the second half of the 20th Century in the rugged and beautiful Donegal Gaeltacht
area of Kincasslagh, Hugh Francis Sharkey was the youngest in his family. Typical of the
times, when it came to earning a living Hugh looked to the ocean beyond the picturesque
Cruit Island of his boyhood. To those more familiar with his love of the wild and challenging
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world of mountains and crags, a career as a ship’s radio officer may seem an unlikely choice
but in many ways it was typical of the multiple strands of his life and interests. Qil crises and
political crises eventually led him back to Ireland where his interest in hill walking blossomed.
He joined the Irish Ramblers Club and, true to form, became one of the Ramblers’ ablest
walkers. Along the way he made time to acquire his Mountain Leadership Certificate.

Not content to limit himself to hill walking Hugh looked to rock-climbing and mountaineering
as the logical extension of his interests. In 1993 he joined the Irish Mountaineering Club and
actively sought out the enjoyment, challenges and fulfilment that climbing bestows and in the
process contributed greatly to the life of the club.

A gifted conversationalist, Hugh delighted in participating or, more often than not,
challenging his climbing companions in debate. With Hugh you were rarely certain how much
was gentle but deliberate provocation. Mountaineering is a very inclusive sport and a
climber’s standing is not determined by class, colour, creed, career or even chequebook but
rather on the subtle, unspoken though well understood yardsticks of ability, good style and
good character. Such rich and complex society was compelling for Hugh and one in which
he thrived.

Particularly fond of sharing his experience with newcomers he held the Rock Climbing
Leader Multipitch Award as well as his ML. Hugh was universally recognised as a good and
safe leader and inspired those new to the sport. His name will forever be associated with the
hills and crags of Connemara, especially the mountains of the Maamturks range and the
crags of Ben Corr and Glen Inagh. Nothing delighted Hugh more than his annual meet to
Connemara when participants, especially those not wise to his ways, were guaranteed a stiff
test of their mettle, regardless of the weather. The routes chosen were sure to leave some
at least feeling they’d bitten off more than they could chew. Among climbers, Hugh’s name
is specially associated with Seventh Heaven, the classic route of 1,000ft or so on Ben Corr
which he climbed at least once each year.

Hugh’s climbing activity took in an ever widening array of venues. The Himalaya, the Alps,
the British isles, the sport climbing venues of the Mediterranean, were all opportunities to
extend his knowledge, enjoyment and expertise. His fithess was legendary and neatly
summed up in the expression “A Hugh Sharkey Special”’ that his companions understood
very clearly! That fitness was honed in the regular swimming sessions with the Glenalbyn
Masters, in cycling — the Wicklow 200 or a lone one-day cycle to his native Donegal — and
in triathlons especially those held in the Sligo area.

In so many many ways then it was shocking, sad and completely unexpected that Hugh'’s life
was brought to a premature tragic ending, in the Wadi Rum area of Jordan on 23rd March
2006. Climbing with his friend and companion Gerry Moss, with whom he had shared many
trips and experiences, Hugh took a fall when leading on the initial climb of the holiday. Hugh
understood instinctively the seriousness of his injuries and fought to survive. Sadly he
passed away at the foot of the climb.

Typical of high achievers everywhere, Hugh’s was in many ways a driven personality. He
achieved much but was never content to rest. Few would consider embarking on a maths
degree course in their middle years. Fewer still would do so with such success while also
managing business and personal interests at an unrelenting pace.
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In recent years Hugh derived great pleasure seeing his young son Conor grow-up and
develop a love for many of the things Hugh held dear including the Irish language and music.
The shared experience of a first skiing trip just weeks earlier had been a source of special
joy and contentment.

Farewell Hugh. May you rest in peace.

Eulogy for Hugh
Liam Reinhardt

| have been trying to come to terms with Hugh’s death and it has been difficult as | am so far
away. My foremost thought is for Conor, of how much he meant to Hugh and what it means
for Conor to lose his father. Hugh always wanted a child, a son or daughter to love,
someone to pass on his knowledge and passion, his business acumen. His passion took
many forms, love for his son, Petrina and his family, the land and language into which he was
born, the challenge of outdoor adventures, and friendships old and new. Hugh especially
enjoyed meeting new people and during our many weekends away and trips abroad he had
a peculiar habit of disappearing on me. | would inevitably find him is some dark corner of a
pub or hostel talking to a complete stranger. Those conversations were often quite one sided
as Hugh drew out the strangers voice and listened to their story. Hugh and | also created our
own stories, sometimes quite hair-raising ones. His lifestyle entailed risk and that must be
one of the most difficult things for others to understand. For Hugh climbing added an extra
dimension to the outdoors, it brought about a thoughtful commitment and appreciation of the
wild places of the World. One of Hughs favorite places was unquestionably Connemara,
where the Maamturks and Twelve Bens lie. We once embarked on a grand adventure on
Binn Doire Chlair in the twelve Bens. One warm summers day we climbed a great cliff, fully
1000 ft high, following a route that had all but disappeared beneath dense vegetation. This
route is called Seventh Heaven and we rediscovered it. We made our way up that cliff by
hook or crook, keeping to the original line as best we could. It was a magical day and |
remember swinging off small handholds and laughing in delight. The crux was easy and
there were hundreds of feet of great rock beyond. At some point Hugh began singing, it was
an Irish song and to this day | have no idea what it was about. It fit the moment and | like to
imagine that it told a story of the country that he loved its people and places. | remember that
at some point we both began to climb more slowly not wanting the day to end. We spent 12
hours on that rock face and | must confess to being exhausted afterwards. Off course Hugh
would have none of that and he somehow persuaded me to walk the length of the Maamturks
range with him the next day. His enthusiasm knew no bounds. The weather was horrible next
day, and | may have voiced a few complaints! Rain beat down upon us and we could see
nothing in the mist, but every so often the mist would clear and open up a magical world of
crags and gullys, heather and peat. Whist in the mist we talked about everything and
nothing, enjoying a strong companionship, and the feeling of isolation. There was nobody
else mad enough to about on that day! A good measure of what that those two days in
Connemara meant to Hugh is the fact that he repeated them every year since. Each year
Hugh would pick some poor hapless novice climber or gullible friend and over the course of
two days bring them up Seventh Heaven and along the great Maamturks ridge. | never
repeated that journey over rock and ridge but | may as it's the way | want to remember Hugh.

God bless Hugh, I'll not forget you.
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Swimming With Sharks
Declan Cunningham

This article is about the IMC Meet in Connemara in May last year led by the one and only
Hugh Sharkey. Now that he’s dead | realise that | didn’t know him as well as | would have
liked but one thing | know for sure is that | miss him.

I would say “Rest” in Peace but knowing him it’s not likely....

Sharks, apparently,
have to keep moving
or they’ll drown or
something. | suspect
the same has to be
said of Sharkey, the
organiser of the IMC’s
(Irish Mountaineering
Club) latest jaunt to
the west. Stop, break,
rest and other similar
words have the same
reaction to him as
does water on waxed
boots. One should
keep good counsel
before just heading
off with such a breed
or you could end up in
deep water with some Orca walker if you catch my drift. The thing is when doing one of
Ireland’s long walks you need someone ‘sharky’ to provide the odd snap at your heals when
resolve falters so you actually get to finish the walk on the same day you start!

The Maamturks walk is one of the gems of long walks that Ireland has to offer. Its 25km over
tough ground with plenty of climbing and, probably even more significantly, loads of
descending. This serpent backed trek is a hard master and enough to punish even the
hardiest knees right to the bitter end.

The full trek would take your average Joe over 10 hours to complete so we bravely went for
the ‘wuss’ option, a paltry 8.5hrs on the hoof. I'd quite happily put our decision down to
common sense but | have to admit that | was just a tad disappointed not to be doing the
whole thing.

I’'m not even going to tell you how early we got up but we’'d parked and were on our way
about 8.30am. The thing about the ‘turks’ walk is that you don’t end up where you started
unless you do the dang thing twice and sure who would be mad enough to do that?? With
premeditated sanity we left half the cars at Leenaun while the rest of our group convened at
Mam Ean.

It's a beautiful tranquil place with a little chapel and a statue of St. Patrick watching over any
passing walkers. It feels like a place of quiet repose and redemption but when you start up
the first hill you realise that it’s just where they hand out the crosses!
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Generally speaking I'd say that steep climbs are good. They tend to hurt a bit but as with the
Grand old Duke of York.....when you are up you are up etc. Not bleedin so in Connemara.
Every summit is a safe haven to stay at but your agenda acts as bailiff and evicts you every
time and before you know it you're descending again, loosing that hard earned height. If you
want to remain on speaking terms with your knees | suggest you get your hands on a set of
walking poles. | know | was glad of mine.

On previous visits to this spectacular part of the country I'd seen the back of the person in
front of me, my boots and more cloud than you could shake a walking stick at. This time was
different. A number of heavy hail showers during the car drop had left a covering of icing on
some of the hills but for most of the day we were drenched only in sunshine and had the
great fortune to feast our eyes on the breathtaking views of the Bens, Killary Harbour, the
Sheffrey Hills and the moody looking Mweel Rea — it was the only hill in cloud all day! A clear
day is all you need to realise the perfect truth in the adage that West is best!

The pace for such a long walk is by necessity a little hurried because you don’t want to have
the pleasure of getting down in the dark. A number of us had ended up ahead of the main
group and were using the opportunity to ‘take five’. When the others caught up | suggested
we “look busy, Sharkey is coming” We laughed it off but started walking again just in case.

For anyone looking to build up on their hill fithess, you need go no further than the
Maamturks or The Bens but it would be a difficult area to navigate around in bad weather.
Some of the descent routes are down quite steep scree and don’t necessarily take the most
direct route. This is because on such rocky ground short drops are regular and, unless you
fancy back climbing them, best avoided.

You’d almost expect to have to deal with the devil for the gorgeous day we enjoyed. The only
bit of precipitation we had to put up with for the entire walk arrived as a little blizzard of snow
which was more a novelty than anything else.

Just when you feel certain it should be over you make the penultimate descent into what is
very aptly referred to as the Col of Despondency. Your water is probably finished, as are your
knees, you're mentally and physically knackered and as you sink into this col the only thing
on your mind is that every step down you take has to be climbed up again. The final pull up
onto Leenaun Hill is steep and prolonged but you really do feel great when you reach the
ridge and finally get a look at the little town nestled in the valley below.

We looked back over our route as the remainder of the group toiled over the final pull up. Our
route stretched impressively into the distance like an ebbing tide. We’d been swimming with
sharks all day and enjoyed every minute of it. The pints had been well and truly earned.

Start Point : Mam Ean carpark at L 892496

End Point : Leenane village at L 879 619. May | recommend Gaynor’s for a great pint and
even better hospitality.

Distance: 18km

Start height: 100m

High Point: Barrslievenaroy at 702m.

Total height gained and lost: A knee testing 1500m up AND down more or less.

Time taken: 7-10 hours depending on fitness.
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Maps : | used the Harveys Connemara map which covers all of the Maamturks and the
Twelve Bens. It's extra detail will serve you well if you can get your head around
the 1:30,000 scale.
Way-points : The top spots along the way are Binn Chaonaigh, Binn Mhairg,
Barrsleivenaroy, Knockhahillion, Letterbrackaun and Leenaun Hill.
Short Version: That was the short version! The full version has the same finish point but
starts near L 974480, north of Maam Cross. You should probably allow
another 2-3 hours for this extra leg.

| often wondered what it was about Hugh that would get me out onto a mountain before dawn
on a winter’s morning to spend a day crawling on all fours across a ridge in the Reeks, in
weather where the word atrocious just didn’t seem to even begin to explain what it was like.

Hugh was such a brilliant all round mountaineer that it took me several years to realise that
even he too was sometimes scared. Most of the time he was far more concerned for his
companion than for himself. | remember finally stopping by luck from a massive slide on
steep soft snow in the Alps to see Hugh'’s white face as he had hastened down to me. Only
then did I realise how stupid and potentially dangerous the fall had been, and how much he
worried and cared.

Hugh is possibly the only man | used to kill myself being on time for — never quite sure
whether it was fear of his disapproval, or fear of missing the madly challenging pleasure of
his company that catapulted me out of my bed. It was hard in many ways to know Hugh
Sharkey, but all the more of an honour for that. The last time | climbed in Connemara in May,
the heavens rewarded us with a classic Sharkey weekend. Paradise on the first day, skies
of clear joyous blue as we romped around the Ben Lettery Horseshoe. All hell broke loose
on the second day, with conditions that took every ounce of discipline to not give up and turn
back. At every rock | expected to see him waiting.

Moira Creedon

Hugh Sharkey, An Cu Ulaidh

Outside of the IMC, a photo of a pitch of “Seventh Heaven “in Conemara may seem odd as
a way to commemorate you, Hugh. Not so. How many of us were drawn to the climb by your
telling of its glories. We were ready to suffer the tramp over the Maamturks as a prelude to
Joining you on Seventh Heaven. Hugh, that first time we never got off the ground in the rain.
Second time, we were rained off the first pitch. | went back this June in your memory. | had
Jjoked with you after our last effort recalling the song “ If you get to Heaven before | do, dig
a hole and pull me through “. | visited a landscape your poetic description painted so
uniquely. And that was your special gift. Your stories enriched and inspired us all.

Although sad to be at your funeral, | felt | already knew so many characters there from your

pithy descriptions of them. So many rich strands to one Life, so deep a commitment to
living it fully. To young and old , beginner or old warrior , your friendship was true. The only
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thing | knew you to value more than your sport , was your time with your son Conor. It sad-
dens us all that your time together was cut short. However you were really there for him in
that time. | hope this book of memories reinforce Conor’s knowledge of the love and respect
we all have for his Dad and how proud you were of him.

An Cua Ulaidh ; Ar dheis Dé go raibh ta.

John Duignan

Conor Murphy

Thank you for all the work you are doing in keeping Bear’s (that’s who he is to me) spirit very
much alive. If possible | would like to add my own reflections on Bear and a favourite of ours.
I am in no doubt that anyone who knows Bear well will know just what a wonderful, crazy
sweetheart that he is. Anyone who knows Bear and | well will know that we very much
appreciate the increbible love that we share for almost 21 years (even through the many and
often public sticky moments together) . Anything Bear does is taken to the extreme, whether
it is wind-surfing, surfing, canoeing, hill-walking, rock-climbing, cooking, writing, snow-
boarding, photography, learning italian or if you are lucky like Oisin, Meadhbh, | and many of
his good friends, loving you. | am speaking of Bear in the present as even though he
cannot physically be with me, | know he will always be with me. Bear never let me down in
21 years of exciting times and he is not going to start now. | thank all his IMC friends that
helped Bear maximise his enjoyment of life and hope you will all continue to scale great
heights and take Bear with you in your hearts.

Remember life is for living, loving and laughing.

Love from Celine Tiger Murphy

I met Conor the same day as | met Celine. Tiglin, September 2000. Myself and Celine
stumbled onto a 2 day rock climbing course. | was in the clueless group, as a complete
beginner, Celine was the one with the bright blue, or was it purple... hair in the seriously
advanced group of people who had climbed before and had some idea what they were at.
She mentioned casually that she had climbed before with her husband

The man himself literally
bounced in to the Tiglin bar that
night, suntanned, happy and
smiley, and proceeded to turn my
head upside down with mad
tales of the Liffey Descent which
he had just paddled that
afternoon.

I couldn’t quite figure out which
of them was madder, as they told
of descents in sinking Canadian
canoes, where their only
concern was to save the picnic
basket and the copious
quantities of wine they brought
with them on the descent.




As a completely novice rock climber, and a total non peddler, they seemed so incredibly cool.
When they mentioned the IMC that night, | mentally joined on the spot.

Over the following 5 and a half years | was lucky enough to get to know them both very well,
and to understand why the picnic basket was so important. On paddling trips they would turn
up with a perfectly prepared basket, wine was drunk out of wine glasses no matter how rough
the conditions, and cheese for C&C only meant the best of gourmet.

Visiting their house was a joy, if you arrived before midday you probably got a massive full
Irish. Any time after midday seemed to mean opening a bottle of wine. It's a house | will
always associate with the proud happy smile on Conor’s face when he first brought me out
to show me his pride and joy of a garden. For a man who climbed 7 nights a week it puzzled
me that the word gardening would figure in his vocabulary, but lo and behold the place was
a mini oasis, dominated by the biggest happiest looking sunflowers | had ever seen.

There are so many memories: watching Conor and Marcus gleefully choose the biggest
possible breakers to paddle through off Howth Head as | hung back thinking “help, | have o
follow them through that!”. Conor coming over to pick me up to go climbing, with inevitably
the contents of a huge breakfast under his arm. He may have been obsessed with climbing,
but trips always started as they should with a good hearty breakfast.

Conor and Celine have so much love for each other, that there always seemed to be loads
left spilling around for their friends. God knows how many pairs of Conor’s socks | have at
this stage, because he was incapable of letting someone else be cold, or wet, or hungry.
| wear his ski socks around the house as | work, and they make me feel warm and cosy as
| think of Conor.

Moira Creedon

The first time | met Conor was on a trip to Lower Cove in the Mournes, the moment | thought
he was fantastically easy going and unassuming, between then (2004) and now | have never
tired of seeing him, meeting him and getting stories off him on all the going’s on.

Conor didn’t sleep, he would climb in Gogarth on a Sunday day trip thus forfeiting two good
nights sleep for adventures above the Irish Sea, he would upload his photos onto the web at
2AM and he would be on his work e-mail at 9.02AM looking for a partner for Dalkey that
night, then he would be out there Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, he made me feel like
Rip Van Winkle !

Similarly he was no fair weather climber. Very few people would do this in winter but here
goes: Last January a few of us went to the Westwood Wall in Clontarf on Wednesday'’s, he
used to cycle from home to Tallaght, then Tallaght to the Clontarf Wall and then a sneaky
beer in Steve’s in Islandbridge on the way back to Lucan.

My last memorable Conor moment was in Dalkey on 11th May, the sun was out for the first
time in May, | was a third of the way up Sham Gully when he appeared to my left after
soloing Bushmills- | heard him muttering something like ‘Whoo Mann won'’t do that again’ but
| knew he had it wired and he really enjoyed it.

The night after his death sitting on top | was in the same area and | strained my ears to hear
his voice out there amongst the others, | felt so empty at that moment.

Barry
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Although | rarely climbed with Conor, | remember him always being around with his cheeky
grin and infectious laughter. On our recent climbing trip to Spain he was my favourite person
to play foosball with - because he let me twirl round the little men on their sticks; unlike the
more serious competitors.

| also fondly remember his great appetite, tucking into huge fish and seafood platters (meant
to be for two people) and then going on to finish off other people's dishes. | used to marvel
at the amount of energy and enthusiasm he always had for everything; whether it was the
day-time sporting activities or the apres climbing socialising. Conor always appeared to be
planning some holiday, climbing or snowboarding trip. He was someone who certainly had
his work-life balance tipped in the right direction.

Conor, I'll miss you and remember you fondly.

(Jessica Wanzenbéck)

I only knew Conor a short time, but in such a short time | have so many priceless memories
with him. Every climbing trip with him was an adventure. | used to joke and said that when
we go climbing, Conor was the heart and | was the head. Obsessed with 3 star routes, you
needed to remind him that there was a boat to catch, not to forget his climbing shoes, that
it is was getting dark....

For me he was a 10 year old, stuck in the body of a grown up. And that was his charm, spon-
taneous, desire to please, to help...

I'm going to use one of his pieces of gear as a key ring, like that every time | will have a
though of Conor. Not a sad thought. A thought about something funny, sweet or crazy he did
with one of us

Conor has left an empty place in each of our lives
I deeply miss him.

Edwige
Cow Girl
Meets List Barry Watts

15th July Ballykeefe Quarry, Kilkenny Barry Watts
22nd to 23rd July "Who needs the Alps anyway?" Mournes Barry Watts
8th to 23rd July MCI Alpine Meet, Ailefroide, France Denis Beaky
4th to 7th August Gola Island, Co. Donegal Ramona Brand
August 19th/20th Hut Work Party, IMC Hut, Wicklow Conor O'Connor
4th September Ireland's Eye Des Doyle
September Peak District, England TBC
28th/30th October Bank Hol Weekend, Snowdonia, Wales Gerry Moss
18th/19th November  Annual Dinner, Glendalough Hotel Rachael Cinnsellach
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President: Kevin Byrne 6133337(H)
Chairman: Moira Creedon 4548937(H) 0874169100
Secretary: Declan Craig 086 4027652
Treasurer: Declan Murray (Membership) 046 72852(H)
086 8049297
Deborah Hickey (Accounts) 2832603(H)
Meets Sec.: Barry Watts 087 9947800
Librarian:
Publicity Officer: Conor Doherty 8371160(H) 0876633564
Training Officer: Rob Davies 8321996(H)
Hut Warden: Conor O’Connor 4598455(H) 0876640688
Ordinary members: Alan McDonagh
Edwige Ducher 0863929161

Debbie Murray
Archivist:

Auditors:

John Forsythe
Des Doyle
John Patton

E-MAIL ADDRESSES: (use work Phone No. with discretion)

Moira Creedon moiracreedon@eircon.net

Declan Craig ei6fr@gofree.indigo.ie
Declan Murray (Membership) declanmurray@ir.sir.com
Deborah Hickey (Accounts) Deborah@microsoft.com
Barry Watts barrington1978@yahoo.com
Conor Doherty saintcmd@yahoo.com
Rob Davies robmckim@yahoo.com
Conor O’Connor conocon@eircom.net
Alan McDonagh alan.mcdonagh@imi.ie
Edwige Ducher edwigeducher@hotmail.com

Debbie Murray

IMC Club email: imc@cpth.ie
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