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Murphy’s La Gerry Moss

Cé hé sin amuigh
A bhfuil faobhar ar a ghuth,
Ag réabadh mo dhorais dhin
Mise Eamann an Chnoic
Ata baite fuar fliuch
O shiorshitl sléibthe is gleannta....

The young lady in An Oige’s head office stood behind the counter, hands on her hips, head to
one side, eyeing me up and down with a mixture of scorn and amusement. “ Well, now, aren’t
you the right Doubting Thomas “ she said. “But of course the hostel will be open”, she continued,
“sure, aren’t all the Kerry hostels always open for the New Year holiday”. With that, she
dismissed me with a wave of the hand. There being no phones in the rural hostels back in those
far-off days, there was nothing for it but to take her at her word. | still had my doubts, but Charlie
would have none of it. “Stop worrying, sure, everything will be grand”, he assured me, with his
usual optimism. So, trusting souls that we were, the following week we hopped on the train to
Killarney, heading for Corraun Tuathail hostel and a few days walking in the Reeks.

Well, wouldn’t you know it, the hostel was closed and, according to the notice on the door, had
been since October and would remain so until the following Easter. Arriving shortly before 9pm
in Killarney, we had no choice but to splurge on a taxi to get us out to the hostel before closing
time, and now we had to hire it to take us back to the one on the outskirts of the town.

The warden there fixed us up with a couple of bunks, shaking his head when he heard of our
wasted journey. “Why don’t you make for the Black Valley hostel tomorrow”, he suggested,
helpfully. “That's always open and you’re sure of a warm welcome there”. To my mind there
was an ominous familiarity about this assurance but Charlie, ever the enthusiast, was all for it.
“That’s grand”, he said, “Black Valley it is”. So, trusting souls that we were, we took his advice,
setting out early next morning for a walk on the Reeks as a precursor to our visit to the hostel.
(We could have opted for Jack Walsh’s in Glencar, but | had the dubious distinction of being
barred from there the previous summer when | arrived, unannounced, with some friends. We
were given short shrift. “We’ve had too much trouble with you gurriers from Dublin” was how
we were greeted, before being shown the door. While being classed as a gurrier was not exactly
a new experience for me, some of my friends were dismayed. “It's not like we live on the
Northside, or anything”, one of them snorted, indignantly)

To speed things up we were hoping to hitch a lift as far as the Gap of Dunloe or Beaufort. “You'll
have no problem there, plenty of cars on the road”, the warden cheerfully informed us. Here we
go again, | thought to myself. Charlie, thankfully, said nothing, he was too busy lacing up his
new boots. But not so much as one car passed our way, so we had to foot it to Kate Kearney’s
Cottage, fretting at the way the morning was frittering away.

Charlie was breaking in the new boots and they were proving to be a bit of a bummer, although,
as he kept reminding me, they had been a great bargain. But the boots would have been more
at home on a building site, rather than on the hills. He bought them in Louis Flitterman’s of
Capel Street, a shop catering exclusively for the working man and noted for two things: low
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prices and the cranky owner. When Charlie tried the first pair on at home they felt a bit on the
tight side, so he brought them back and exchanged them for ones a half size larger, querying
if these could also be exchanged if he wasn’t happy with them. Louis leaned over the counter
and fixed him with a steely glare. “Don’t start, mister”, he warned, in low, menacing tones. This
was Louis’ tried and trusted method of dealing with finicky customers, and it never failed -
so here was Charlie, hobbling by the time we left the road and headed up onto the ridge. Some
bargain.

The whole of the south had been in the grip of a bitterly cold snap for several days, and we
were looking forward to good walking conditions. But we were disappointed to find the entire
Reeks blanketed in thick, milk-white hill fog and, as we gained height, to discover that the rocks
of the summit ridge were coated in verglas, making for precarious progress. This slowed us
down greatly, reducing our pace to a crawl where we should have been skipping along and
what with the keen north wind, low temperatures, and a damp mist that penetrated to the bone,
we became very cold. Charlie, whose oulffit consisted mainly of his older brother’s cast-off FCA
uniform, suffered particularly badly, but he refused to consider a retreat, so we soldiered on.
The light was already fading as we started up the slope towards the summit of Corraun Tuathail,
and by the time we reached the cross it was almost dark.

“Time to dig out the torches” | announced, and started to root around in my rucksack. “Well,
actually, | don’t have one”, Charlie said, apologetically, “| knew you would have yours, so | didn’t
bother. But, sure, we’ll be grand with the one”. But we weren’t grand. For when | pulled mine
out | discovered it had been switched on in the bag for some time and the battery was run down,
providing nothing more than a useless, feeble glow.

With no torch, map and compass were redundant, but we had a fair idea of the lie of the land
and managed to make our way slowly but surely back down the ridge to the saddle above The
Devil's Ladder. From there, we struck down the hill, heading for Loch Currach Mér and the
Cumeenduff Glen. If it had been dark on the ridge, it was as black as the devil of hell’s waistcoat
in the coum. The whole valley was filled with a dense fog of frost and visibility was down to
zero. We scrambled and slithered cautiously down the side of the mountain, all the time afraid
we might inadvertently end up in the lake. From time to time we took to rolling small rocks
ahead of us and were eventually rewarded by a soft thunk, followed by a gurgling sound. The
lake was just below and covered by a layer of ice, which was hardly surprising, as the cold was
intense in the sheltered coum. Charlie was quite distressed at this stage, disorientated,
shivering, displaying signs of the onset of hypothermia.

We skirted slowly around the edge of the lake, sensing rather than seeing it and, having picked
up the stream issuing from its mouth, followed it, more or less, on its downward journey. We
had hoped we might locate a path along the bank of the stream, but, if there was one, we
couldn’t find it in the dark. So we groped along blindly, bumping into boulders, stumbling into
hollows, tripping over rocks, sometimes on the bank and sometimes, unwittingly, in the stream
itself. At last we met with a low stone wall running across our line of travel, the beginning of a
network of small fields. This made for easier going, although the toiling up and over each wall
as we encountered it seemed endless and several times | had to haul Charlie across. As we
clambered up over a particularly high one, he collapsed in a heap on top. “I can’t go on, Moss”
he groaned. “I'm bunched, I've had it - we’ll have to stop here for the night”. | knew he must be
in a bad way when he started going all formal and using my surname, but stopping wasn’t on.
Poorly clad as we were, boots full of water, damp clothes stiff with rime, hair matted with ice,
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tired, cold and hungry, and with no bivvy gear, there was no way we could have survived the
night in the sub-zero temperatures .

| was about to argue when, suddenly, a light came on. Only a couple of hundred yards away
and off to our left. Reflecting off the whitewashed gable of a small cottage, the light burned with
dazzling brilliance, filling the mist surrounding it with wonderful, multicoloured halos, and filling
us with delight. As we made towards it, we could see a figure moving about in the yard, collecting
a basket of turf from a stack against the wall. The figure disappeared and the light went out, but
we had our bearings and made a beeline for the cottage, crossing one more wall on the way.

While Charlie rested against the turfstack | groped around the yard, searching for a gate, a track
or a lane, to lead us on down to the road, but without success. | knocked gently on the door
and a voice from within asked who we were, and what we wanted. | explained our predicament
and asked for directions to the road. The door opened a little and an elderly lady peered out
cautiously. Obviously reassured by the bedraggled state of the pair of us, she threw open the
door and insisted that we step in out of the cold.

It was like taking a step back in time. Although a turf fire burned brightly on the wide hearth, the
interior was only marginally warmer than it was outside. A small, bare bulb hung suspended
from the ceiling, augmenting the light from the fire. The cottage was occupied by two elderly
sisters and, while one drew two stools up to the fire, the other replaced several sacks at the
foot of the door, in a futile effort to keep out the draught. | noticed that they were both wearing
overcoats beneath their pinafores, and they both wore leather boots swaddled in strips of
sacking, to insulate their feet from the stone flags of the floor.

Their situation was pretty grim. They explained that there was no track leading from the cottage,
the only access being on foot, via a boggy, broken path, that was often well nigh impassable
during winter. “We haven’t been to hear mass since October”, the eldest one sighed, ruefully.
“Nor to the shops in Killarney”, the younger one added, wistfully. They were, to all intents and
purposes, prisoners in their own home.

But, in spite of this, they were of good heart, and kindness itself, bustling about the kitchen,
making us welcome. A big, black kettle was hanging from a crook at the edge of the hearth and
this was swung in over the centre of the fire and was soon singing away. While the elder sister
scalded the teapot, spooned the tea leaves in and set the tea to draw at the edge of the fire,
the younger one busied herself cutting thick slices of soda bread and spreading them with layers
of butter and jam, all the while filling us in on their situation.

They had a nephew in Beaufort who visited them every two or three weeks, checking to see
that all was well, bringing in supplies on the back of a donkey. A sack of flour was in a box by
the hearth: a sack of spuds and another of carrots stood by the wall. A side of bacon hung from
the ceiling; a slab of butter sat on the window ledge (as good as any fridge); they had milk from
their solitary cow and eggs from their hens. An assortment of tins and jars of food and preserves
lined the shelves of a big old dresser in the corner.

Electricity had recently been brought to the valley, and their cottage had been connected to the
supply just before Christmas. They were delighted at being able to fill the room with light at the
flick of a switch and particularly pleased with the outside light (the one that had saved our
bacon), as it made chores in the yard, and visiting the well or the loo, so much easier during
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the long, dark winter nights. Up to this point every hot meal and drink had been prepared over
the open fire, an unbroken ritual going right back to when the cottage was built more than a
hundred years before, but the nephew had promised to bring them an electric kettle on his next
visit, and they looked forward to being able to brew up a pot of tea first thing in the morning,
before tending to the fire. “Sure, we’re on the pig’s back” the eldest sister declared.
The tea and bread went down a treat and Charlie began to show signs of recovery. He asked
for permission to take off his boots and change into a dry pair of socks. The two women were
horrified when it was discovered that the socks were soaked in blood: the combination of
ill-fitting, poorly made boots and coarse, wet socks had taken the skin off his two heels and
several of his toes. Some bargain, | was thinking, but every cloud has a silver lining.

Well, the two women started fussing over him like he was the long lost prodigal son, or the Irish
Soldier Boy returned from the wars. More tea was poured, and a small portion of plum pudding
was miraculously produced for the fair-haired boy, while | had to make do with the heel off the
loaf of bread. The kettle went back on the fire, and while the elder sister filled a big enamel
basin with hot water, the younger one went down to the bedroom and brought up a small
armchair. To make room for this and the ceremonial washing of the feet and toasting of toes,
and without as much as by-your-leave, | was peremptorily bundled off to the outer limits of the
hearth, where | was left to languish, perched on a rickety sugan stool, with hardly a glimmer of
heat to the front and my backside at the mercy of an artic wind whistling in under the bottom of
the door. And all because | had the good sense to buy decent, Korean war issue, ex-US army
boots from Alpha Bargains, the one-stop-shop for all real mountaineers. | ask you, now: where’s
the justice in that?

When they had finished molly-coddling Bonnie Prince Charlie, they lent us a bicycle lamp,
pointed us in the direction of the path and cautioned us to watch out for the wily pony-boys
below in the Black Valley. “They’re the cute boy-ohs”, they chorused, as they bade us farewell.
Which left me feeling a bit uneasy, for | strongly suspected the hostel warden might be a
pony-boy himself.

(The pony-boys operated the pony-and-trap excursions from Kate Kearney’s Cottage to the top
of the Gap of Dunloe during the tourist season, and most of them lived in the Black Valley. They
never took kindly to walkers or cyclists using the road over the Gap, presumably because it
might encourage others to do likewise. It was normal practise for them to block the start of the
road from Kate Kearney’s with their traps and carts, in order to hinder any attempt by
independent-minded tourists to continue under their own steam. For years they campaigned to
keep the road unsurfaced and in a poor state of repair, to discourage visiting motorists from
using it. At one stage, when the County Council, under pressure from local car-owners,
upgraded the road, the pony-boys brought in the IRA to dynamite it in a couple of places.
Atough breed, their attitude was uncompromising: tourists were cash-cows, there to be milked
- and no better men to milk them than the pony-boys).

The path was every bit as bad as the women had said and we had difficulty following it, even
with the aid of the lamp. By the time we reached the road Charlie’s dry socks were as wet as
the ones he had taken off. We eventually reached the hostel and, wouldn’t you know it, it was
closed. All the doors locked, all the windows shut. Fortunately, we knew, from the information
in the handbook, that the warden lived next door, so we made ourselves known to him. He
wasn’t a bit pleased to see us. His wife had recently given birth to a baby, and he had made a
unilateral decision to close the hostel for a month, until she was fit enough to look after things
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again. Whether or not he had conveyed this decision to H.Q. in Dublin remained a moot point.
But there was no way we were for moving on, so, reluctantly, he opened up for us. “Warm
welcome, how are you” - | was thinking to myself - the hostel was like a refrigerator. The water
supply had frozen in the pipes, there was no way fuel for the fire, only one gas cylinder to service
the kitchen and no bulbs in any of the holders. He showed me where there was a well and
advised me to bring a rock to crack the ice on the surface. We drummed up a rudimentary meal
by candlelight, gathered up an armful of damp blankets each, and hit the hay.
The next day was beautiful. | stood for several minutes at the well, spellbound, watching the
early morning sun turn the snowclad slopes of the Reeks to a glorious array of pinks and reds.
As good a sunrise as ever | saw in the Alps. It was agreed that Charlie would take it easy, go
back to visit the two ladies and return the bicycle lamp, while | would head up the glen and do
the Bruach na Binne/Cnoc Breac horseshoe. It was a marvellous day’s walk, with splendid views
and good, firm conditions underfoot. A light fall of snow the night before had quickly frozen, and
everywhere was pristine white, under a blue, cloudless sky.

As | dropped down off the ridge at the end of the walk, | spotted Charlie below, strolling back
from his rendezvous with the two sisters. He was sauntering along, anorak draped casually
over the shoulders, hands deep in trouser pockets, chest out, head back, and him whistling
away, like a thrush on the top of a thorn tree. From time to time the flow of music would be
interrupted by a deep, long-drawn-out, contented belch, that floated up the valley on the still,
frosty air like the call of a stag in rutting season.

It transpired the cute hoor had arranged his visit to coincide with the preparation of the mid-day
meal so, naturally, his name had been put in the pot. For a full twenty minutes | listened, with
tongue hanging out, while he waxed lyrical on the qualities of Kerry carrots, floury spuds and
boiled bacon. Not to mention mugs of hot tea, and more of the elusive plum pudding. He
confessed he had spent the afternoon eating for Ireland, declared he couldn’t look another
mouthful in the eye, was feeling quite drowsy, and looking forward to nothing more than a good
night's sleep. Would you believe, half-an-hour later | caught the same hungry hound making
serious inroads into my tin of Campbell’s meatballs while he thought my attention was
elsewhere. The louser. A pony-boy, if ever there was one.

By the following morning his feet had recovered somewhat ( he was, aptly, as tough as old
boots) so we decided to bail out and head back for Killarney and the train home. We were away
early, struck up onto Gaortha Min, on over Purple Mountain and Tomies, and down to Kate
Kearney’s Cottage, on what was another beautiful day, as the cold snap continued. Needless
to say, we had no luck with the hitching and, footsore and weary, reached Killarney just in time
to grab a bag of chips before boarding the train. It was luxury itself to sink back in the
comfortable, well-upholstered seats, contemplating the joys of a cosy, well-earned snooze over
the next few hours. “This is the life”, said Charlie.

But wait a minute! What was that white stuff surrounding the inside of the window frame? Not
frost, surely? And was that ice covering the inside of the glass - and why this sense of deja vu?
Reality dawned. We were sitting in a bloody freezer. Then an announcement came over the
speakers, apologising for the fact that there was no heating in the carriages, as the diesel fuel
for the heating system had frozen in the pipes. So it was back on with the cagoule, the woolly
balaclava and the Dachstein mitts. Over the next few hours, as the train sped through the night
and the temperature dropped lower and lower, the entire inside surface of the window pane
became encrusted in thick ice, while the frost spread out from the window frame across the
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interior walls. We huddled down, knees to chest, enduring the biting cold in stoical silence,
sustained only by the knowledge that we would soon be home in our warm beds. Wouldn’t you
think, by this stage, we would have copped ourselves on?

Arriving at Kingsbridge station, the first thing we saw was a notice informing us that all local
bus, rail and taxi services were cancelled, due to a fall of snow in the Dublin area earlier that
evening. There was mild pandemonium among the passengers, many of whom were families
returning from the Christmas break in Kerry, replete with large suitcases and small, tired chil-
dren. They had planned to travel onward by bus or taxi, ( this being long before the DART
service was established) and now were left with no option but to spend the night in the station.
With typical concern for passengers, all CIE staff had gone home, and there was nowhere to
get as much as a cup of tea, since the shops and snack bars were closed. To add insult to injury,
the waiting rooms were unheated and in darkness.

As for us, we hit the road again, thankful for the light fall of snow cushioning the hard surface
of the pavements. As we trudged along the deserted streets, we passed the time by making
New Year’s resolutions. Charlie, surprise, surprise, was going to get himself a decent pair of
boots, while | was going to send away for one of those new-fangled head torches.

But, before all of that, | was looking forward to having a quiet word with a certain young lady in
An Oige’s head office.




JOHN ARMSTRONG RIP

John Armstrong, a good friend to many and an active member of the
Club for some years passed away from a sudden stroke while
bouldering in Barnbawn on 215t June 2009.

John was in the company of Alistair Yarrow and Nick Breen at the time.

Words in the light of John’s departure. 22.6.09

Alistair Yarrow

We met at an IMC meet on Barn bawn some years ago. It was my first venture back out onto
rock after an enforced lay off. When | got home later | told Diane | had met a guy called John
Armstrong who lived near to Rathdrum. She thought he must be the brother of Jo, who was at
our wedding and had 25 years earlier been present at the birth of her son Cillian. But Diane
had never met John.

A few years later | met Nick Breen, in Dalkey on an IMC evening meet who just happened to
twig that the John | mentioned was the same but not seen him for years. John’s wife Brenda
was a pal of his wife Paula.

John, Nick, Donal and | had many adventurous trips into the hills.

We had long days in Wales, Scotland, the Lake District and Ireland.

Last year John and | visited Howling ridge on Carraun Toohil in the brief heat wave of
July..took the wrong line for the descent, partly because we were talking and partly because
visibility was poor, and ended up down the wrong ridge..so we took the opportunity to go back
up and over Beenkeeragh and down to the car park in the Hags Glen.. A great day! Then we
bought a better map.

We walked, climbed, talked, slagged each other in sun, rain, hail, snow. Other times we walked
in mindful silence, attentitive only to the sounds and sensations of the hills. John was always
full of energy and drive; recently he complained that | walked too fast but | remonstrated “l was
only trying to keep up with you.”

We found some virgin, unclimbed, rock, the climbers dream. Climbed several routes and walked
home goosed. Then returned next day as John had mislaid his wedding ring and watch which
sadly we did not find but he was delighted that he had got me on a mountain bike...now we
were heading for even more fun!

There are lines still to climb...but by others now...It would not be the same.

Last Tuesday, | got John into one of my games, Orienteering. We ran round the course for an
hour. To my delight John loved it. The “expedition weekends” were on! You find an orienteering
event near any mountain area for a Sunday. Then find a long trip, on rock, hill or bike track for
the Saturday. Boy would we get fit for even longer trips! Trips like the Cuillen ridge on Skye,
Alpine trips, here we come!



John, Nick and | bouldered at Barn Bawn on the Thursday for several hours. There was joy,
there was fun..there was a lightness in the air.

Then Sunday, that final day, We returned, but only for a short leg and arm stretch. The dog
sunbathed at the foot of the rock with the bags. We clambered around on any bit of rock that
presented a hold. Even unearthed some new possibilities one of which a spider demonstrated
how to run up without a problem., We laughed, slagged, fell off or got up, What more could one
want.. sun, shade, a gentle breeze and good company. Life was fun...

But the time came for us to part, John. You descended to the grass and We saw you falter.
There was no accident, you just slipped away in the shade of the trees; What can | say? The
Dog, crept up to her friend to say “so long” as you rested upon the grass, then sat quietly,
watched and waited.

Was this some part of the Universal Plan that We must part here at Barn Bawn? Here, where
We first met? Leaving memories and plans that can not be fulfilled?

The St. John’s paramedics arrived and worked their hearts out with Nick. They worked hard
with such devotion to the preservation and restoration of the life of our friend.

The airlift came and you were gone, John.
Gone from sight and out of our lives.

But | know that you will always be out there amongst the rocks, hills and mountain tracks. So
give me a while and | hope that I'll get out there and, may be, catch a glimpse, even spend a
fleeting moment with you.

There is a poem which was written (in Carlisle castle where there were many Armstrongs
imprisoned for their part in the Jacobite rising of 1745.)

from where | came from..I'll restructure it,

“John,

You took the High Road I'm still on the Low Road,
and you’ll always be in the hills afore me,

But we, my true friend, will never meet again,

tho’ on the way through my “cease frae the greeting.”
(In Scotts, Greeting means Tears.)



Mont Blanc Alistair Gerard

In late June 2005, John & | had just climbed Grand Paradiso & ‘Ciarforon’ from the Rifugio
Vittorio Emanuele Il hut in the Italian Alps and were reasonably well acclimatised and so we
headed back to Chamonix. There were reports of a storm for the next few days. We had two
choices, sit in a hut for a couple of days hoping for the storm to clear for a window to make an
assault on Mont Blanc or go climbing in the valley. John & | were happy with what we had done
the three days previous. If the weather cleared we would have kicked ourselves at the lost
opportunity, so we decided to head for the hut on Mont Blanc and take our chances. We decided
to use an Alpine guide, to help with route finding & technical aspects should conditions turn for
the worst. That said, if | were doing it again, | would go without a guide, having since gained
suitable experience & confidence. Using a guide is a personal choice for each individual really
at the time in question. An |.M.C. friend, the legend that is, Shay O Hanlon once told me of his
experience of summiting Mont Blanc. “He had spent a day looking at the route from the terrace
of Harry Connolly’s house in the valley and worrying about how he and his friends would pick
their way through the seracs on the slopes of Mont Blanc de Tacul in the dark. It turned out to
be just a matter of failing out of the Midi hut at some ridiculous hour in the morning, getting into
the ‘groove’, the deep track in the snow made by climbers on previous days and following this
to the top with just a short scramble up a short icy gully!” In fine weather, it is literally that,
generally a snow plod. However, be prepared & know your winter climbing skills if going without
a guide, ice axe arrest, crevasse rescue etc. Climbers die of hypothermia, loss of direction in
the mist and driving snow, delirium, frostbite. The annual death toll in the Alps comes to almost
three figures (Thee total number of deaths from avalanches in the Alps in 2008 was at 100 by
late August, the worst since 1970). That said, when the weather & snow are stable it is a
fabulous day out. We were fit on our arrival in Chamonix for Mont Blanc, after a few days accli-
matising in Italy. Prior to leaving the homeland | generally trained by combining climbing, hill
running (couple I.M.R.A. races included) with hill walking e.g. we had completed the ‘Lug Walk’
the weekend before.

We were attempting Mont Blanc via the Gouter route. The Gouter route is graded (PD), rock to
I, otherwise only snow plodding, to 40 degrees on the Bosses ridge. That morning we drove to
the ‘Les Houcles Cable car station up to the ‘Gare de Belleve’ station (1790m). Followed by a
short walk to catch a train from ‘St. Gervais les Bains’ to ‘Le Nid d’Aigle’ (2386m). From here
we set off at a fast walking pace to the Tete Rosse hut (3167m), south on a path for 200m, then
left (east) in zigzags under a rocky step up into a hollow scree. We hoped to get to the hut
before the storm arrived. The walk up to the Tete Rousse hut (3167m) took approx. 2 hours,
795m in height gain, we had one quick stop early on to put on rain gear. At the top of the stoney
track, we roped up to cross a small snowfield, with some steep ground off to our right until we
reached the hut. If one is going to the Aiguille du Gouter hut, there is no need to divert to the
Tete Rousse hut. We arrived nice and early, before lunch & were refused entry into the hut,
which we found strange, as it was virtually empty. We quickly realised why, the staff were
clearing everything out of the old hut to the new. We were the first guests to stay in the ‘new
Tete Rosse’ hut that night, which was just as well, as the old one looked fairly rough compared
to the new one; plus the new one had toilets inside. There was a lot of excitement amongst the
staff at their new hut, everything brand new etc. The 20 — 30 guests that night, we were all
invited by the staff to join them in the opening celebrations, champagne, olives & finger food,
before dinner, | kinda like this Alpine stuff. The hut was well below capacity that night, probably
due to the poor forecast, everyone scarpered down the mountain. We got into the sleeping bags
at 9pm, clouds covering the windows outside, the views were now gone, storms surely to

10



come. 10pm | was still awake. Midnight, | was awake again with someone else getting up,
1.30am | got my call to get up, hmm 1 — 2 hours sleep, not a lot. | thought of telling the others
that | would stay put and wait at the hut for the day, | felt wrecked. Breakfast at 2am, at 2.15am
we were all set to leave the hut, pitch black outside. The rest of parties in the hut had all just left
the hut ahead of us, my feeling was at the time was to head out in hot pursuit, re-invigorated
after my porridge oats. Julie Ann suggested maybe waiting 2-3 hours to see what the weather
would do, maybe even going back to bed. John & | looked at one another, we
were itching to go behind the rest of the posse. After a few minutes we decided to put on boots
& crampons, head torch etc. & headed out into the night. As we crossed the snowfield outside
the hut, we could see the spread of torches ahead of us, heading up the steep ground towards
the Gouter hut.

The next bit involved having to cross the notorious ‘Grand Couloir’, nicknamed the ‘bowling
alley’, which comes steeply down from the mountain above full of loose rock. Rocks can be
heard thundering down through the coulouir, an area subject to causalities. It is approx. 50 —
100m in width, with some ice underfoot & quite steep. It was probably best to be crossing at
night when you could not see much above or below. | was mad keen to just go for it & get it
over with. We stayed on one side for a few minutes listening to the rock fall etc., and then went
for it. Julie Ann stopped for a few seconds in the middle no doubt route finding, it felt like hours.
From there on we carefully and slowly had to cross some ice to the other side and got across
safely. The climb up to the Gouter hut was on a rib running left (north) of the big couloirs.

- T

Sun rise on Mt Blanc

We climbed this rib straight up to the north summit of Aiguille du Gouter, at 3817m it is a 650m
height gain from the Tete Rosse hut, it took us just over two hours and we arrived there at
4.45am. At the Goute hut the views were breathtaking, although still dark, the was a glimmer of
light from the top of a rising sun edging its way up to the horizon & above the clouds at 5am,
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we too were above the thick clouds at this point. It is advisable to book the Gouter hut well in
advance as it is often booked out. We took a 15 — 20 minute break at the Gouter hut to have a
bite & adjust our layers of clothes to the cold, windy conditions. To my surprise | was feeling ok,
as | had felt pretty crap when | got up, after a busy few days in the mountains acclimatising
before that. The glimmer of sunrise, the fresh air & surge of adrenaline of the journey ahead
gave me a new lease of life.

We roped up together, headed south, then south - southeast along the broad snow ridge and
from the they’re the long snow plod up towards the ‘Dome du Gouter’. Mont Blanc summit is a
long way out of sight before this point. Above the Gouter hut the route is more exposed to wind,
as compensation there are fewer crevasses. However, there were a few minor crevasse lines
enroute and some steep slopes. Initially the pace was fine, however, | found myself working
harder on keeping a steady pace & breathing as the altitude increased. Not long into the snow
plod, we past a lone climber lying on the snow with his guide standing over him, looking
exhausted & beat, a causulty of the altitude no doubt. As we slowly marched up the steep snow
slopes, we stopped every so often for a few seconds for a quick rest before plugging on again,
monotonous, boring, concentrating on your breathing, steps, enjoying the views etc. Finally we
reached the ‘Dome du Gouter’ (4304m). Off this summit we made a descent for a while, giving
us a welcome break, to the Col du Dome (4258m). Continuing in the same direction, up a steep-
ening slope. We passed the ‘Vallot shelter’ which stands on a rock on the left (4262m). The
Vallot shelter is only for emergencies, worth noting its position, as it could be a lifesaver in poor
weather. People have frozen to death when unable to find it in a storm. The sun was beginning
to reach over the clouds now. It was a beautiful sight, the mountain peaks, ridges, clouds below,
we could see the Aiguille di Midi (the cable car station from Chamonix at 3842m) below us in
the distance as we climbed the narrowing and steepening ridge from the Vallot hut. There was
no storm or any sign of one approaching, maybe we were going to be lucky and seek up and
touch the summit before any storm raged. The walk from the emergency hut to two snowy ridge
bumps (Grande Bosse 4513m & Petite Bosse 4547m), the ‘Bosses ridge’ was a slog, a slow
steady plod upwards. Stopping every so often to catch a breath. We did have one sit down
stop for a quick rest enroute & to take in the sights & enjoy the view. We started to edge across
the bosses’ ridge. John behind me had to stop to adjust his boots before edging onto the ridge
itself. Meanwhile | was waiting standing on the ridge itself, although quite relaxed standing there,
glad of the rest, however, | felt very aware of my position suddenly, with one eye gazing down
the thousands of feet below off the almost vertical fall away below the ridge itself.

Soon enough we were at the last level ridge before heading east to the last top (4740m) before
the summit ridge itself & we stopped for a quick rest, before our last push up the last 300m to
the summit itself. The last few steps onto the summit, the breathing was very heavy and
laboured at this stage. There were many breaks in the clouds now, we were very lucky, it was
clear sunny day and we had reached the summit of Mont Blanc. The views were awesome.
There was a gentle breeze, very bearable & reasonable given the poor forecast we had the
previous day. On the summit | could feel a slight headache & a little nausea but not too bad
generally. We stayed approx 20 minutes on the summit, taking a few photos, admiring the views,
chatting. | could see down to the town of Chamonix, lots of dots of houses etc., | imagine myself
only the few days before, my first night there in the village, having a beer with John looking up
to the summit of Mont Blanc, asking how the hell could anyone climb that? It was a great feeling
to be looking down all right, however, only half way there, we had to get down and couldn’t stay
there all day for a picnic & a game of 5 a side, the summit is small enough. We could see people
making their way up the Aiguille du midi side of the mountain. It was 1641m in height gain from
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the Tete Rosse hut. 10am on the summit (9am Irish time), approx. 7.5 hours after leaving the
Tete Rosse hut. | thought of my family, friends, work & IMC colleagues, imagining where they
were & what they would be doing at 9am on that Friday morning back in Ireland. It was great
sense of freedom, exhilaration & achievement on the summit on such a glorious day.

The decent to the Gouter hut was
pleasant walking in the snow with the
sun shining on us now & clear skies
around, mostly downhill all the way.
We reached the Goute hut 3 hours
later at approx. 13:00. The hut
normally packed to the seams, was
practically empty due to the forecast
for bad weather. | was feeling quite
exhausted at this point and hungry. We
rested at the hut for approx. half hour,
had some lunch & water (I drank
approx. 2.5 litres on the climb). | didn’t
want to move after that, the legs felt
like lead. A bit of light encouragement
from my colleagues, ‘shift your bloody
ass’ got me up, a few minutes later we
scrambling downward from the Goute
hut towards our beds for the night at
the Tete Rosse hut below. Ironically we
were staying at the Tete Rosse hut because we thought the Goute hut would have been full,
but it was only half full. Moving as quickly as possible we shortly reached the point at which to
cross the Grand Couloir again. We observed large rocks hurling down the couloir, bouncing
and splitting as they shot passed. With the advantage of having the light of day we started to
cross the couloir unroped. As we crossed, | lost my footing on some ice & loose stones and
took a slip, | used my ice axe to arrest my slip. John looked concerned waiting behind me that
| had decided at this point to have a lie down. | quickly lifted myself up and we crossed to the
other side unharmed. An hour and half later after leaving the Gouter hut & 12 hours since leaving
the Tete Rosse hut we arrived back. | had a great sleep that night and felt fully rejuvenated the
next day. Later that day we reached the valley floor of Chamonix & we frequented a number of
pubs that night, for a good session. In one pub we met a group from Cork who had camped on
Mont Blanc for 2-3 nights, they had descended the day we were going up due to the poor
forecast and unfortunately did not summit. We felt lucky & privileged to have summited Mont
Blanc and to have climbed three Alpine peaks in five days.

Heading for the summit
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A few mountains accessible from Zermatt Alistair Gerard

In August '08, we spent an enjoyable few days venturing into the mountains towering above
Zermatt. Hear is a few notes, which might give you a few ideas if planning a trip there yourself.

How to get there;

You can fly from Dublin to Milan, Zurich or Geneva, in 2008 anyway.

If flying to Milan Malpensa airport, you must transfer to the central station from the airport
(approx. 50km, 40 mins) before catching the train to Zermatt, which is 237 KM, approx. 3.5
hours, via Brig or Visp.

Zurich is 246 km to Zermatt, approx. 3-3.75 hours by train via Bern & Visp or 4 hours by car.

We both flew to Geneva and caught a train direct from the airport to Zermatt via Visp. The train
appeared a bit slow, however, on the up side was very scenic, winding its way through valleys,
alongside Lake Geneva with the sun beating down. We had to get off twice briefly to change
trains enroute, again the short wait is very bearable, a chance to relax, stretch the legs & take
in the views of the countryside, a welcome site if just out of Dublin. The last train to Zermatt is
a short trip, approx. 30 minutes, the scenery on the way to Zermatt on the final train is stunning,
as you travel deeper into the valley, the snowy peaks towering above, glaciated rivers thundering
down the mountains. The train was very modern & even had windows on the ceiling so you can
appreciate the views.
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Zermatt is a small town, which you can cross from one side to the other by foot in half hour or
so. Which is just as well, as cars are prohibited within 7 kms of Zermatt, except authorised
electric vehicles for deliveries only.

For accommodation in Zermatt | can recommend ‘Hotel Bahnof' (contact details below) which
is a clean, self-catering hotel, very competitive to all its neighbours. The hotel has dormitories
& twin/ double rooms etc. There is plenty of room for cooking in a spacious kitchen and dining
area & the supermarket is nearby. It is owned and run by an alpine guide, wife & son. We had
the pleasure of meeting father and son, as they both worked on reception, the son almost a
fully qualified Alpine guide himself. Both were very helpful in advising us on the local Alpine
routes, weather etc. Gerry Moss recommended this place to us and sure enough we found it
excellent.

Our first day to stretch the legs and help acclimitise, we took the cable car to Schwarxsee
(2583m) & from there walked up to the Hornli Hut at 3260m to stay the night. It is approx. a 2
hour walk up from the cable station, track all the way, fabulous views, some wire cables to hand
on the steeper sections of track. The cable car was expensive, €56 return to Zermatt, deals can
be done for multi-trips or if you have the Swiss card (ask at the airport & see below for more
info). In the Hornli hut that night we were surrounded by a posse of serious climbers, having
their ‘last supper’ before an early night & the 3-4am start up the Hornli ridge of the Matterhorn
the next day. That day some were returning between 10 — 12pm. However, the night before,
several groups were falling in the door at 9 — 10pm at night and even then outside | could see
the headtorchs with groups still coming down at 10.30pm. High up on the mountain, it was bitter
cold outside the hut, so god knows what it was like on the ridge itself, baltic I'd say. The two
lads who arrived in late had missed their dinner and looked seriously trashed, after being out
for maybe 18 hours +, so we gave them our desert, all we had left, they were very appreciative.
We chatted away with them about their experiences and they talked of their Irish friend and
about all the climbs they had done together. An odd party often sleep in the Solvay hut, an
emergency shelter at approx. 4000m or even bivi if darkness has fallen, when it just makes no
sense to continue. From chatting with the different parties, it appears, during the summer
months, the biggest problems seem to be the overcrowding on the mountain; the best times
we were assured by alpine guide were May, early June, September or even October. Without
a guide, route finding is also difficult. The climbing is scrambling to V.Diff + in sections, with
fixed ropes on harder sections, but very long, sustained day, with lots of exposure. The following
morning, we decided to climb a section of the Matterhorn, as it was our first day and we were
only there to start acclimatising & to take in the views. However, after a lazy start to the morning
at 10am we climbed up a few hundred feet of the Matterhorn. On the first section there are fixed
ropes over diff, v.diff climbing, which we moved together on. The next section we moved out
left before gaining more open ground, leading to the “Grampiturum”. After only the second
section | realised how easy it was to get lost as we did go off route, when | was sure | was
following what looked like the route. We could see parties above us coming down which showed
the line we should have been on. We enjoyed the little adventure anyway and had other plans,
so we descended.

We walked back down and jumped on the cable car to Schwarxee & Furi stations before heading
back up to ‘Trockener Steg (2939m). From here a 30-minute walk up took us to our next hut for
the night, The Gandegg Hut’ (3029m) (Privately owned; Tel: 0041-796078868) or alternatively
one can walk the 5 hours from Zermatt to the Gandegg hut. The next day we walked back down
to the cable station to get a cable car to the ‘Klein Matterhorn’ station, the highest station in
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Europe (3817m) (Tel: 0041279660101). The other option is to walk up from the Gandegg,
Theodul or Testa Griga huts (cable from Brevil, Cervinia, Italy side) to access the surrounding
mountains of the Breithorn, Pollux, and Castor etc.

From the Klein Matterhorn Station we walked up to the summit of the ‘Breithorn’ (4164m), a
PD-, Snow slopes 35 degrees, often icy, with routine crevasse and avalanche risks. That said
it was more or less a snow plod, with a narrow ridge on the top. On the day it was breezy and
high enough to slow the body down at altitude. It takes approx. 1.5 — 2 hours to reach the summit
from the station. Unfortunately, the day we were up, it was clouded over, and so we saw nothing.
Be prepared for large crowds in the summer, as it is one of the most accessible 4000m peaks
in the Alps, however there is the comfort of having some people around too, which makes
navigating easy in the clouds, as there are plenty of guided parties around.

Incidentally, Zermatt guides charge €665 for the Matterhorn 1:1, €103 for Breithorn (4:1); Pollux
or Castor €210.

After climbing the Breithorn we dropped back down to Zermatt for a break after 2 nights in huts
to re-charge and relax. The next day we wanted to attempt ‘Pollux’ or ‘Castor’ from the Klein
Matterhorn but the weather forecast was for a storm. So we decide to walk from the Klein
Matterhorn to the ‘Testa Grigia Hut’ (Tel: 00390166948369) (3451m), in Italy and stay overnight
there so we could get an early start the next day without having to wait for a cable car from
Zermatt, which starts at e.g. 7am.

The following morning, | woke at 4am, having slept only for a few hours, during the stormy night,
waking up to a flash of lightning outside the window, which had no curtains. | thought at one
point that one of the ten others in the room had left their head torches on flash mode during the
night. | was first down that morning all weary eyed, followed shortly by an Alpine guide to check
conditions & to see if the storm had passed. The guide was a bit hesitant, | got ready all the
same, and then suddenly he was ready and out the door with his two clients. Snow had fallen
during the night, tracks were gone, dark clouds still loomed above. Eventually at 5.45am, we
set off from the hut in the direction of ‘Pollux’ & ‘Castor’. It took approx. 11,4 hours to get to the
Klein Matterhorn area. From the Klein Matterhorn to the base of Pollux took approx. 2 hours.
Total height gain from Testa Grigia to the summit is approx. 1000m. The route from the Klein
Matterhorn drops to a saddle (3796m) & then heads east towards the ‘Breithorn’, over the
Breithorn pass (3824m) and along under the Breithorn’s southern flank, below the crevasse
zones of the upper Ghiacciaio di Verra glacier and then below the rock island with Rosso
Bivouac (3750m) on your left as you pass it. The Rosso Bivouac, although we did not visit,
when viewed looks more like a hut high up on the rocky outcrop, passing this, one reaches the
slope to Schwarztor. Some of the tracks enroute cross over narrow crevasses & onto narrower
tracks with some steep ground to one side.

The start of the route to climb ‘PoIque(4091 m) we took was at the base of a rocky ridge, “The
West — South West Ridge Route” — we were advised to take this route by the Alpine guide at
the Hotel Bahnof (there is also the North West Ridge route or the South-East Ridge — these
two routes were described in my guide book , however, the Alpine guide advised us against the
South East ridge route from the ‘Zwillingsjoch’ has very loose rock and was not as interesting.
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Castor and Pollux

The West South West Ridge was mixed climbing depending on the way you go up & down. We
started climbing the ridge just left of the start of it. We stayed in crampons on the rock, moved
together on the ridge, with the some gear in between us enroute. We pitched one exposed V.Diff
section before moving on again. After that we climbed up a short snow slope before meeting a
vertical wall of rock, exposed on either side. Here there were a series of chains, lightly dusted
with ice, to hold onto & clip into to help climb up the vertical rock wall with a bit more speed &
safety, which has three chain sections to it. The guide book describes it as, ‘the upper part has
some steep pitches equipped with fixed ropes & is reminiscent according to the guidebook of
sections of the Hornli Ridge, on the Matterhorn’. The rock climbing ends on a shoulder where
there is statue of the Virgin Mary. Thereafter a snowy ridge narrows onto an exposed narrow
summit, not advisable to be on in strong winds. The summit views were thoroughly absorbing
and fantastic (4091m).

We descended the same ridge down, except we decided instead of climbing down the rocky
ridge on the bottom half of the mountain, to descend the snowy slope/gully on one side of the
rocky ridge, this was much faster. Had we gone up this snow slope (Scottish grade I/1l) instead
of staying on the ridge itself we would have been quicker going up, however, we did not know
that at the time as there as there was no one about and we had stuck to our plan and original
route, which was probably more interesting anyway. After a brief chat with another group from
New Zealand at the bottom of the ridge with we headed back on our snow trail to for the last
cable car from the Klein Matterhorn station to Zermatt, where we intended to spend the night.
Due to a long day and on the climb longer than expected, the early start, altitude etc. so we
were slower going back & marginally missed the last cable car & plan B was called for. So |
rang the Testa Grigia Hut from my mobile & booked in again for the night. An hour later we
arrived down at the hut just on time for dinner, tired, hungry but glad of a bed for the night & a
beer or two. In the case of emergency, huts will not refuse a stranded climber high in the Alps,
even if you arrive late and unexpectedly, however, you could end up sleeping on the floor.
Thanks to Gerry Moss, Barry Watts, Declan Cunningham, Kevin Byrne, James Aiken & Tony
Barry for the advice prior to going & giving us the ‘heads up’ prior to travelling, it's these pieces
of advice which can make the holiday a lot easier when you get there!
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Ref. Map; LKS 1348 ZERMATT; LKS 5006 Matterhorn — Mischabel.
Other recommended routes in & around Zermatt;

® Castor; (4228m), from Klein Matterhorn (PD, Snow or Ice to 35 Deg, approx. 4 hours each
way; 700m height gain; zigzag up the south west face, a snow plod.

® Breithorn Central; (4159m) Grade F +, Snow ascent, 35 deg; From Breithorn pass go north
into a snow basin & steeply up to a col. Climb east along the snow ridge to Breithorn
central. Traverse from the East summit (PD+, Ill + pitches on central rocky East Ridge).

® Alphubel; (4206m), South east ridge from west (easy except for often icy summit slope,
1550m ascent, 4-5 hours from Tasch hut at 2701m; Or from Saas valley side

® Allalinhorn; (4027m) — South west ridge; From Tasch hut in 3 hours, +500mH, 2 hours,
pitches of II.

® Rimpfischorn; (4199m) — PD +, summit block there is exposed climbing, Il +, otherwise I
& |. In couloir above Rimpfischsattel ice climbing up to 50 deg but up to that a long plod,
with just 200m of climbing (I & Il) to 4009m. From Blouherd station of the Zermatt/
Unterrothorn railway involves about 80m descent & ascent (30 minutes) to reach the hut.
Hut to summit is 1600m ascent (5-6 hours).

The Saas-Fee/Saas Valley can also be an option & is within reasonable reach i.e. the next val-
ley over, by train/bus from Zermatt. Weismeiss and the Lagginhorn from the Weismeiss Hut are
possible options. The Strahlhorn and Allalinhorn from the Britannia Hut, as is the Rimpfischhorn
and the Alphubel

Some gear that can be hired in Zermatt if required, e.g. from shops, ‘Sports — Zermatt’ or ‘Anorak
Sports’, for gear such as crampons, ice axe, boots, climbing shoes etc.

If you are thinking of hiring an Alpine Guide (& if there are no Irish ones available first of course)
Telephone the Alpine Centre in Zermatt , Tel: 0041279662460

Other useful websites/ contacts;

Zermatt Tourist Office Tel: +41279668118

SBB Trains Tel: +41900300300 (or 0848030030);

Note; There is no need to pre-reserve train seats from Geneva to Zermatt return. Perhaps con-
sider purchasing a ‘Swiss Card’ over there, it may save you some money. A Swiss Card includes
a free round trip from the airport or the Swiss border to your resort in Switzerland. You are en-
titled to receive a 50% discount when travelling by train, bus and boat throughout Switzerland
during your stay. You need to buy regular tickets for each trip, but you will only pay half the price
when you show your Swiss Card. Furthermore, you will receive a discount of 50% on many
gondolas, funiculars and mountain trains.

Train Info: www.swissrail.ch www.sbb.ch www.cff.ch www.fahrplan.sbb.ch

Zermatt Info: http://www.zermatt.ch

http://www.hotelbahnhof.com/ Tel: 0041-279672406;

Catering for Alpinists in Zermatt for over 100 years & is across road from the train station
Saas-Fee/Saas Valley Info: http://www.saas-fee.ch/en/welcome.cfm

http://www.myswitzerland.com/en.cfm/home
Hornli Hut (Tel: 0041-279672769)

Alpine/ Rock Insurance,
visit the British Mountaineering Council website: http://www.thebmc.co.uk
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Colmcille Climbers on the Cuillin Ridge 2007 Anthony Feeney

At various stages over the past few months Pete, PJ, Sandra, George and | talked about the
Cuillin Ridge and decided we’d like to do it. We’d all climbed together at different times and had
always had great craic together so a trip like this was a natural progression for us all.

We arranged to get the midnight Larne - Cairnryan ferry on Wed 6th June 2007, which
coincidentally was my 36th birthday. PJ’s Audi already looked stuffed but we managed to
squeeze in my huge kit. | had offered for me and George to share my 2-man tent, as a weight
saving measure, but this only elicited the excuse ‘| fart in my sleep”. My rejoinder that it was
OK because “I tend to throw the horny leg over the nearest recumbent figure” ended in jibes
about Brokeback Mountain. | think George just wanted to show off his new Marmot 4-season.

We didn’t sleep much on the way up to the Kyle of Lochalsh, especially those in the back seats
where bum numbness quickly set in, the middle seat being especially excruciating, but my long
legs got me excused from sitting there on several occasions. We enjoyed a big fry in the local
hotel and stocked up on supplies in the Co-Op. Noting my foreign looking banknotes the till
operator said, “You're Irish eh?” “Aye we’re off to do the Cuillin Ridge”, | quietly boasted. “Sure
you aren’t taking it seriously”, he said, “Not one of you has a can o’ beer or bottle of whisky
between you”.

The drive through Skye has some of the best scenery you’ll ever see. The jagged peaks of the
ridge take your breath away. We caught a few Zs after setting up camp in Glen Brittle then PJ
and Sandra set off to find the start of the ridge route to prevent mistakes the following day. Pete,
George and | filled water containers to lug up to the Inaccessible Pinnacle where we planned
to bivvy the following night. Pete set off up Sgurr Dearg with 15 litres in his pack while we
humped 5 and got a taste of what it was like to carry a heavy pack up steep scree and heather.
We hid the supplies near an obvious crop of brown stone and took some photos. The quickest
way down was into the Coire Lagan which we descended into via a long scree slope, virtually
skiing through the loose rock on the opposite side of the valley from the Great Stone Chute.

We didn’t need an excuse to go to bed early and were sleeping by 9pm, rising around 6am to
a total midge-fest. The leisurely bacon and egg breakfast with coffee was abandoned and we
all raced out of camp leaving behind equipment that we’'d improvise for later. | struggled to keep
up with the others and this quickly set the tone for the weekend, me plodding behind and the
four of them having long rests while | caught up.

Part of the reason for this was lack of training, with me totally underestimating what the Cuillin
Ridge was. “Bit of climbing, bit of abseiling, bit of walking, right?” WRONG! The other reason
was the weight of the pack I'd stuffed. Word is bound to get around so I'll just list the entire
contents so that you can all laugh and point the finger. George and Sandra’s admonition “Alpine
style = travel light, travel fast” obviously didn’t sink in and | went for the adage “Pack for every
eventuality”.
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The list:

® Head torch, 2 spare bulbs, spare battery

® Anti-histamines, painkillers, blister plasters, sun cream, baby wipes

® Roll of duct tape (necessary?)

® Helmet and harness with belay plate, figure-eight, four karabiners

(2 ‘biners too many?)

4 slings (never used them)

® 3 season sleeping bag (left the light one at camp as | mightn’t be
warm enough, doh!)

® Video camera (invaluable footage to look back on, so don'’t regret this one)

® Gore-Tex jacket, trousers, gaiters and gloves (probably didn’t need
gloves and gaiters)

® 2 fleeces (ran out of camp wearing one to avoid midges having packed
the other one)

® Spare leggings, socks and 2 t-shirts (unnecessary but came in handy
with no cap)

® Bivouac bag and roll mat

® 3 litres of water and way too much food (should have planned the
meals better)

® ADIRTY GREAT BIG FEATHER PILLOW THAT WEIGHED A TON AND PROVIDED
SOME MEASURE OF COMFORT IN THE BIVOUAC BAG BUT THAT | REALISE IN
HINDSIGHT WAS A COMPLETE MISTAKE BECAUSE | COULD HAVE JUST ROLLED
UP A FLEECE OR SOMETHING AND YES YOU CAN ALL STOP LAUGHING NOW!

® Apartridge in a pear tree

Anyway we stopped for a quick breakfast around 7am just below the steep climb up through
Coire a Ghrunnda to the lake. There’s an obvious path out of the Glen Brittle camp site, behind
the toilet block that forks right over a series of streams and ascends to the base of the Coire.
At the lake we skirted round to the East and up an obvious zig-zag path to the top of the ridge
at Caisteal a Garbh-choire, with Sandra making the obvious comment “When you're up, you're
up!” The sun was getting strong by this point and having left my cap at camp | rigged up a spare
t-shirt to stop my head and neck frying. We left the packs here and followed the ridge to the
start proper at Gars-bheinn, crossing Sgurr Nan Eag and Sgurr a Choire Bhig on the way.

We met a few groups coming the other way that must have either bivvied the night before or
got up really early. By 10am we were approaching the summit of Gars-bheinn where the ridge
really narrows and you get a taste of proper ridge walking with huge drops on either side. The
day was heating up and with little or no water with us we couldn’t wait to get back to the packs
and a cool refreshing drink. The slog back up Sgurr Nan Eag was particularly tiring and | was
ready for a bite of food to replenish the energy levels.

A short descent brought us to our first rock climb, which we all roped up for and Pete lead. It
was a bit awkward but not too taxing to climb with the packs on, the route being no great height
and the rock grippy. Not much further on we had our first short abseil followed by a longish but
easy scramble up towards Sgurr Dubh Mor. Pete skipped on to the top, PJ mumbling about

20



“Iron Man” competitions while the four of us dropped our packs to pick up on the way back as
this peak detours East from the main ridge line. We had to go hunting for the packs on the way
down but luckily George had a homing beacon installed on his and guided us back to our
precious water.

Next up was the infamous Thearlaich Dubh gap which we abseiled into behind two groups, one
of which was abseiling on down the chimney to the left for a trudge up to Sgurr Thearlaich. The
other group was labouring up the polished crack on the far side and seemed to be having a
tough time of it. This instilled doubt in us but then we remembered that we're well ‘ard Irish
climbers, and George decided to lead it. It turned out to be a one-move wonder, stick your boot
deep in the crack and pull up to the ledge on the left but in the wet it would be a lot harder and
you can see why non rock climbers would chicken out.

We’d decided not to climb with packs and after a blonde moment involving Sandra, PJ and a
knot in the rope, we rigged up a tight line to haul the packs up. It all went well until the space
beneath a boulder was used as a latrine (as it had been before us) and the banter turned wild.
Even the muttering group above us couldn’t hold back the mirth. | forgot to clip the karabiner to
the last pack and shouted “Take it away, boys!” George and Pete pulled mightily on an empty
drag line and we exploded with laughter down in the gap. It took some time to recover our
composure and get climbing out but this was a highlight of the trip, not least because we’d “dun
it proper like”.

We dropped off the shoulder of Sgurr Thearlaich, left the packs again and made the short scram-
ble to the top of Sgurr Alasdair. From this highest peak of the ridge (993m) you could see the
whole of the ridge, and we had our first sight that day of the Inaccessible Pinnacle rising up
likes a shark’s fin from the ridge just beyond An Stac. Another quick rest and we picked our way
along the narrow ridge towards Sgurr Mhic Choinnich descending by 2 abseils to the bottom of
King's Chimney, a Moderate climb. The packs prevented you from getting into the crack and
forced you out to thinner stuff on the face but it wasn'’t really any trouble and again we were
proud of having done it properly.

Pete had surged up An Stac which looked like 200ft of crumbling edifice. The girls were loathe
to climb it and set off up the scree path to the left. | thought | could maybe traverse off it at some
point, but found myself going up and up. The middle section was quite crumbly and | had to
test every hand and foot hold which was unnerving but | was soon at the “In Pin” followed shortly
by George who started when | was 3/4 of the way up. Monkey boy! After drinking loads of water
we settled down around 8pm to gorge on lots of pasta, refill the water bottles for the next day
and lay claim to the various bivvy sites dotted around the ridge. Lacking cutlery we used
Compeed blister plaster cases broken in two, to scoop pasta from a communal pot. The midges
never really died down despite a light breeze and | suffocated inside a warm bag rather than
donate another drop of blood to the little buggers.

After a leisurely 5am breakfast we queued behind a group of 3 Scots one of whom soloed the
Pinnacle. Pete led PJ and Sandra “Alpine style” up the route, with PJ on a figure-eight bight on
the rope and Sandra tied on 4m behind on the end. It speeds things up as long as the rope
between the 2 girls is tight. | led George up behind them when PJ shouted that she needed
slack as the rope was over a rock and pulling her towards the edge. Pete was way above on
the 60m rope and couldn’t hear PJ’s shouts. Heroically | climbed up to them and managed to
both make myself heard to Pete and get the rope into a better line. Drama over we continued,
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but with George and | on a 50m rope we couldn’t quite reach the top. George had the privilege
of leading the last 3m. “Underwhelming”, he stated dryly. The abseil from the hanging chain
was straightforward and we headed on to Sgurr na Banachdich.

The climb to this peak was especially tiring having added weight to my pack overnight with the
sleeping bag etc. | was WAY behind the others and Pete came to my rescue, taking my roll mat
to reduce the weight. The next two peaks Sgurr Thormaid and Sgurr a Ghreadaidh require ridge
walking along very narrow points and you have to be extremely careful in places. By the time
we reached the first of the four tops of Sgurr a Mhadaidh | was lagging again and Pete once
again lightened my load, taking the dreaded pillow and my bivvy bag. The weight was now
manageable and each step didn’t feel so energy sapping. I'd taken to alternating which side of
the ridge | walked on. East kept you in the sunshine but with the possibility of a cooling breeze
whereas West was mostly in the shade and out of the burning effects of the sun.

Sgurr a Mhadaidh has 3 lower peaks before the main peak and there is a fair bit of graded 2
and 3 scrambling to reach each of them. There was even a Diff climb on route to the last peak,
but we were getting used to scrambling up with packs and didn’t even bother roping up for
these. | could hear PJ shout “Come on Missus!” as she encouraged herself and Sandra up it
and their whoops of delight as they topped out. “We’re haaaard!” was becoming the phrase of
the day.

The next peak was Bidean Druim nam Ramh where we got confused about the directions in
the guide. At the foot of the peak staircase blocks of basalt and a squeeze under a large over-
hang leads to the top. From the peak slabby sections all lead to large drops. One of these had
some tat that looked like an emergency abseil and nothing like the guide’s advice to “descend
fairly easily”. Another lead down to very steep gullies and so we attempted to circumnavigate
the peak. The path we found was so overgrown that four of us turned back. George had gone
so far ahead though that we arranged to meet him on the other side. Pete meanwhile attempted
to descend back to the start of the peak route and disappeared out of view only for PJ, Sandra
and myself to hear a huge rock-fall that went on for at least half-a-minute. A querulous “Pete???”
from PJ was answered with “I'm OK!” and we collectively breathed sighs of relief. We returned
to the steep gullies, roping up to climb out and then abseiling into the next gully where George
was waiting.

An Caisteal was another hard scramble with at least 2 sections were you had to leap a 2 foot
gap across steep gullies but you couldn’t fault the rock friction in the dry heat and just got on
with it. We were soon approaching a huge drop just before the ascent to Bruach na Frithe and
ended on a narrow ledge under a huge overhang. The gap narrowed until even flat on my
stomach my pack was scraping the roof. We went one at a time to the gap, squeezing through
and scarily over the edge to abseil down. A little further on we set up a second abseil and used
the rope to slide George’s pack over the gully. He then retrieved the gear and down-climbed to
join us on the long long slog up to the peak. Running out of water and baking in the hot sun the
trudge up to Bruach na Frithe left me physically and mentally exhausted. Sheer bloody
mindedness got me to the top and | often pondered on how much abuse the human body can
take. Shaking and barely able to speak | collapsed at the top where the guys had begged half
a litre of water off an American couple for me and shared out their remaining food supplies,
including an energy gel pack from George, all of which was gratefully received. 10 minutes later
they were ready for the off again but | gave myself another five minutes after standing up and
almost being sick.
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Bypassing a large pinnacle below the peak on route to Am Baisteir | caught up with the troop
as they were back-tracking again. We descended down steep scree to the right looking for the
V Diff or Moderate climb up to the Baisteir Tooth. Not finding anything Pete and George looked
at a section that would gain the top by a series of wide ledges. Pete took off up it (minus his
pack) proposing an Alpine-style follow up by the girls, while George and | would ascend
ourselves clipping into Pete’s gear. He had difficulty finding gear placements but eventually the
girls met him on a ledge half way up while George and | scrambled behind them and pulled
Pete’s pack up. Things turned very hairy when George went route-finding again while | decided
to wait for a rope. The girls set off, aided by a bracing foot-up by me, only to run into the same
trouble as earlier: a tight rope round the wrong side of a rock threatening to pull them off and
Pete totally out of earshot. Their screams of “Peeeeeeeete!! Slaaaaack!!” unnerved both me
and George and we separately soloed up to see if we could help. George ended up in what he
later graded “a VS in big boots” and | got on something around a Severe, both of us offering
prayers that we’d make it out of there. Before | reached them though, the girls had sorted
themselves out and Sandra was shouting encouragement to PJ, “Get your leg up there!”

Five shaken people stumbled towards Sgurr nan Gillean with PJ exclaiming “I'm Margaret’s
daughter and we’re gonna get up this peak!” We were all still determined to finish the ridge hav-
ing come so far. Pete and George scrambled into a chimney that started easy but had an over-
hang near the top with thin polished holds underneath. The girls and | waited for a rope and
laughed as Pete, sensing our tiredness, hauled us mightily up through it, barely giving us a
chance to grab handholds. After a long trudge to the top and a skirt round the back of the eye
of the needle it was time for a final photo at the peak. We barely rested before carefully picking
our way over the knife-edge ridge down to the shoulder and finally off.

Tender feet and a stumbling fall forced me to go even slower on the way down. Pete and George
set off across country while Sandra and PJ stuck to their own route and pace. At the base of
the mountain | found a trickling spring and gratefully refilled the water pack. An hour later | was
on the flat and hurtling towards the pub trying to stay ahead of the midges and thinking of a
cold pint of Carlsberg. | staggered into the pub around 10:15pm, an hour after Pete and George
and half an hour after the girls. | was met by Pete who shook my hand, took my pack and settled
me down to the pint I'd been imagining for the past two days. PJ and George bought me a fish
supper, which the pub kept warm for me after they closed the kitchen at 9:30pm. Were they the
best I'd ever tasted? | made the mistake of removing my boots, but when people three tables
over were violently sick | stuck them back on again.

A £25 taxi to the campsite (later confirmed as 15 miles away) got Sandra back to pick up the
Audi. She was gone ages and later confirmed being nervous alone in this taxi on the dark narrow
roads, half expecting the driver to tell her about where he’d buried the bodies. After 2 pints we
were ready for bed and glad to be collected. Glen Brittle actually had hot showers at midnight
which | availed of before drifting off into an exhausted sleep permeated with dreams and
sensations of falling.

Next day George had the audacity to mention rock climbing on Buachaille Etive Mor but he was
overruled for a day of shopping. | could barely walk upstairs in Nevisport never mind tackle an
hour’s march with a gear-laden pack! We moved on to Glencoe and that night we got plastered
in Fortwilliam, had an Indian with some rude waiters, lots more laughter and Pete and | had to
let a couple of squaddies win at pool to avoid some unnecessary Scouse bloodshed.
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You could say this was an eventful weekend and you’d be only half right. This trip took me
through every emotion the human body can muster: fear, exhaustion, awe, pride and
exhilaration. It left me physically drained and tenderised. There are sections that are just a blur
and sections that stand out and I'll never forget. We were blessed with a weather window that
was almost miraculous in its timing, such that even some locals we met were on their 5 th try
that year to finish the ridge. And it was a team effort that got us through it, the 5 of us working
very well together with nary a cross word, where a different group might have fallen out or even
given up. | have to give credit to Pete and George who lead the most difficult climbs and without
whom | for one wouldn’t have completed this most awesome of adventures. 2 days after arriving
home I've already forgotten the pain, the midge bites are healing and despite exclaiming “If I'd
known it was this hard I'd never have come” a few times on the trip I'm nearly ready for another
go. Well maybe in a few months...

New updated Irish Bouldering Guide

The recently updated 4" edition of the Bouldering Guide to Ireland has been compiled by
Dave Flanagan aand is available for free download at the following web address

http://www.theshortspan.com/guide/guide4.pdf.

Dalkey Quarry Cleanu

The clean up on Saturday 4™ April was a great success, over 20 people turned out and 15
refuse bags of litter were collected and eventually disposed of by Dun Laoghaire Rathdown
County Council one enthusiastic new member even turned up with a battery powered hedge
strimmer ! The sun was out and most people spent the afternoon climbing.

Digital Photgraphic Competition

President Kieran Kelly is organising a Digital Photographic Competition for IMC members.

Images should be sent to the email address imc.digitalphoto@gmail.com
and should not exceed the maximum size of 2MB, in JPEG format.

A maximum of two entries per category are permitted. Your photos must have been taken
with a digital camera. Digital editing of photographs will not be allowed.

Aftitle is required for each photo which may appear on the image. The entrant’s name,
location of image and date recorded must be given but should not appear on the image.

Images must be taken on the island of Ireland, at IMC meets outside of Ireland
or the M.I. alpine meet. The image must have been recorded between 1st October 2008
and 30th September 2009.

Categories

® |andscape ® Funny Climbing
® People (IMC Members) ® Camping

® Action Climbing ® Hill walking
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Awards

Prizes will be awarded to the winner in each category.

The President’s Prize will be awarded to the overall winner selected from the winners of each
category.

Judging
No entries will be returned and no correspondence will be entered into regarding the judging
of the competition.

The closing date for entries is 30th September 2009.

Entries will be viewed on the 15th October ‘09 (Thursday) in the Teachers Club.
The winning images will be selected on the same night.

The judges’ decision is final and binding on entrants.

By entering the competition, participants accept these terms and conditions.

Remember
Send entries to imc.digitalphoto@gmail.com
Good luck!
Remember
Send entries to imc.digitalphoto@gmail.com
Good luck!

25



Shank’s Mare Barry O’Flynn

The ubiquitous motorcar has created the idea that it is not possible to enjoy the mountains
unless you are mechanised. For Donegal, Connamara and Kerr this is true enough because of
the distance involved. Without a car weekend trips to these areas are im-practable but so far
as hill walkers in Wicklow are concerned, the car can be more of a hindrance than a help.
If you are lumbered with a car then you have to come back to it. One of the car hire firms has
the slogan ‘rent it here, leave it there * but this is not what you can do in the mountains. Traverses
are out of the question and walks are simple there and back or contrived circular trips. Training
organizations produce lists of essential equipment but if they want to develop a bit of gumption
and initiative in budding mountaineers they should include bus and train timetables in their
learned lists.

In the good old days (the old days were always good) before the introduction of the five day
wek and widespread affluence, many mountaineers spent Saturday afternoons rock climbing
in Dalkey, they crossed the right of way to Ballybrack to catch the 45A to connect with the Saint
Kevin’s bus at Bray and so on to Glendalough . Others caught the 65 bus from Aston Quay at
13.30 and headed for Blessington to cross Cleevaun and Tonelagee to Glendalough or 15.00
for Annelecky Cross at which they fanned out for the hard bash for Aughavanna or Glendalough.
In those days the bus did not run to Donard but the additional mile and a half was no deterrent
There was always a handful of hard men who caught the last 49A home to Bohernabreena for
the first leg of the long walk to Lugnaquilla and Glen Imal.

Those who could not make the Saturday buses were on the move on Sunday morning. For
early risers this could be a bit frustrating because the demand for public transport on Sunday
mornings is small and buses few, but anyone living near the city centre or on one of the routes
heading mountain ward could be on his way by 9 or 10 o’clock which gave sufficient time to get
in a sulebstantial walk.

On Sundays we worked against the clock. Not only had we to estimate the time for our walk or
climb but we had to fit in with the public timetable and this iswhat separated the men from the
boys, of in these days of women'’s lib maybe | should separated the adult persons from the child
persons. Heading for Blessington and home, timing was not so crucial as thee were buses on
the hour but | still shudder when | remember Joe Roy, John Maguire and myself after crossing
Lug from the Hut, running all the way from Knickeen Ford to Annelecky to catch the last and
only bus at 21.00. Subsequently we did that walk many times but we had learned our lesson
and our timing was impeccable. Remembering Joe Roy brngs to mind his famous valley walk
which is possible only with the aid of public transport unless you have a sucker who is prepared
to drive from one side of Wicklow to the other and hang around waiting for you to turn up at the
end of the day. For this walk we took the Saturday afternoon bus to Annelecky and stayed the
night in the shack (now gone) at the head of Glenmalure or in the Hut. Sunday we continued
over Tonelagee, down to Inchavore, along the valley to Lough Tay, over Djouce, down near
Powerscourt waterfall and into Enniskerry. If we were not feeling energetic, we went from Glen-
dalough down the Avonmore crossing the Wire Bridge, to get the train at Rathdrum or we
branched off over Carrick to catch the bus at Ashford.

| have mentioned the shack at the head of Glenmalure. Back in the 60’s and 70’s there were

many timber huts scattered across Wicklow Mountains. The forestry workers tools in these and
used these as shelters from the weather. They were unlocked and no one minded if we spread
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our sleeping bags and spent the nightin relative comfort. In the morning, it was not unusual to
treat the Forestry men to a mug of tea if they arrived while we were still in residence. Unfortu-
nately, with the increased number of people using the mountains, many of the huts were
vandalised and the few remaining are securely locked.

No matter what bus we got home on Sunday night we were sure to meet up with someone we
knew or made new acquaintances. Now that | come to think of it the first time | met Joe Bent
was on the Glendalough bus where he was treating us to a solo rendering of Lonely Banna
Strand. That was nearly 40 years ago. | met Bill Hannon on the 65 bus. We were strangers
and after exchanging the usual courtesies found we were both heading for the hut over
Cleevaun and Barnacullian. On the way we struck up a friendship that has lasted through the
stresses of Alpine seasons, the rock on which many a friendship has floundered.
In a way, the car with it's anti-social tendencies, threatens the cohesion of the Club. These days
most members move around in small car loads as independent units more or less detached
from the Club. This is a modern phenomenon and all the old timers can do is look back nostal-
gically when the entire complement of the hut boarded the Kevin’s Bus on Sunday evenings
and ended up at the ceili in the Mansion House.

An advantage claimed for the car is that it is a fast means of transport which gives the climber
more time on the mountains. | suspect there is a Parkinsonian Law lurking there and the time
saved travelling is frittered away in pubs. Someday an Organisation & Methods man will do a
study on the car and it's impact on mountaineering and | will not be surprised if he finds there
is an inverse relationship between the use of cars and the actual time spent on the mountains.

You do not need a car to get to the Wicklow Mountains. If you are offered a lift great ! Never
look a gift car in the bonnet but there is no need to despair if your only means of transport is a
bicycle; Buy a timetable, it is much cheaper than a car, and you can take full of advantage fo
the freedom of the hills. Used in conjunction with the Ordnance Survey maps you can cross
and re-cross the Wicklow mountains and never give a thought to the mechanical monster rusting
away at the foot of the hill.

Have a go, leave the car at home and enjoy the full freedom of the hills (if the IFA will let you!).
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Arco 2009 Barry Watts

Every where deserves a second chance or so | told myself, so when Terry put the word on the
web site about an Italian job and a trip to Arco in particular | said to myself why not, Mr O’Leary
gave me a flight for €110 to Milan Bergamo and so | banished the memories of crowded polished
crags to another space entirely. The plan was to climb on the extensive and well regarded rock
walls around Arco and the adjacent valleys which place the region on the world climbing
destination map.

Lots of familiar smiling faces who | hadn’t seen in too long greeted me in the departure lounge
at Dublin Airport. Eight of us in total flew out that day with Martina joining us on the Sunday. An
eager driver and ‘Mary’ (our multilingual sat nav) brought the car | was in to Arco from Bergamo
in 2 hours up the Autostrada.

Italian hospitality was very much in evidence late at night when the campsite bar staff raided
the larders to serve us some very welcome out of hours food.. We stayed in chalets adjacent
to the camp ground edge with the view of a 300M cliff face to greet us every morning. The first
day We all headed to the large crag at Nago some 15 km’s away, now | won't tell you who did
what or when, but some of the lines in the upper sector were stiff and steep for the grade,
something had to give on the first day so there were a few lower off’'s and discussion.... after a
trying first few hours most people got into the swing and style of the moves, a mantra of not
hanging around on holds got me up 5 times more routes than when | had been there previously
in 2005. The crag was busy and the atmosphere was good with most parties moving steadily
up and down the single pitch routes, strangers obliging each other by taking pictures and Nick
giving Conor’s strawberries away. Nago has a lot to offer a climber operating around the F6-
F7’s especially but there’s a reasonable offering of climbing in the 5'’s if you're prepared to put
some work in.

A

Martina in action on Réd




There was a showery forecast on Monday so not wanting to get caught out We turned our at-
tention to Massone which is only about 3KM from Arco town centre. The left most sector at this
extensive crag has a good no of 4 & 5’s which although showing bad signs of wear and tear
that can make the moves a bit skatey underfoot they are generously bolted, Zac and Tac were
two cracking 5a’s that stand out in my mind. The forecasted bad weather only materialised in
the form of a 20 minute light sprinkling of rain near the end of the day. On Tuesday Nick, Conor,
Niamh, Martina and | headed up to Red Point Wall near the hamlet of Larghel which provided
some nice pitches before the obligatory afternoon visit to Arco Castle.

Terry, Declan, Alan and Rob meanwhile had climbed the 7 pitch pitch Aspettando Martino (f4c
obligatory f5¢c max) which is on the big face opposite the campsite.

Wednesday dawned and again the weather was better than ever, the campsite has a well
stocked shop (which admittedly | never visited !) so it wasn’t necessary to go too far for
breakfast. We decided to go for a spin to thew Gudiecarie Valley which is past Sarches, the
crag in question was Croz De La Niere-Preore. This little gem has a walk in of about 30 feet
and as the guidebook says was only developed in recent years. Most of the 70 odd pitches
were under 6b and a no are two ptich climbs which start off a wide half way ledge giving great
atmosphere and allowing a flexible approach. Mary’ guided us back to Arco along a scenic windy
road with meadows reminiscent of the Alps.

Next morning no one seemed too put out by the sausage and chip pizza or other such delicacies
from the night before. Terry, Declan, Alan and Rob headed up the Sarca Valley and climbed the
long classic Via Rita (f5) which had been noticeably damper earlier on in the week. The large
crag at Larghel offers a spectacular setting for climbing when seen from the Castle and buoyed
up by reports of good routes the remainder of us headed up there on Thursday.
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Niamh, Martina and | alternated leads
and brought each other up some short
but absorbing layback pitches on this
sun baked face, Nick and Conor were
climbing some routes parallel to us. After
a return to terra firma and some lunch,
Conor, Nick Niamh and | started up As-
pettando Martino at 5PM in speed style,
the route although bolted where it was
needed had a mountaineering feel to it
4 and was very satisfying. The climb fin-
ished short of the top of the face but a
handy via ferrata route allows access to
the top and the cross at the top. We de-
scended back to the camp site by back
climbing a via ferrata route. Happily tired
We feasted in town and assembled in
‘California’ a bar restaurant popular with
climbers 400 M’s from the camp site.
Nick and Conor caught a train back to
Bergamo on Friday so We were only too
happy to drop them to Trento given our
long day the day before. Declan, Terry,
Rob and Alan gave the car a rest and put
Niamh on Larghel together an interesting enchainment of 7
pitches, starting from near the campsite
Cinque Stagioni (5a, 5b, 5¢(A0), 5c) brought them to the base of the Larghel Crag and they
followed Fessura Del Bonjo (6a, 5a 5a) to the top.

On Saturday the Marchiage crag near Garda town was the destination of choice as We had an
evening flight from Bergamo Airport near Milan. The crag has a good spread of grades from
the low 4’s to the 6’s and climbers on leaving the tree canopy are well rewarded with good
views, just the thing for tired arms and sore feet on the last day. It was a fitting end that We all
lunched together in Garda on the Lake shore. All agreed that it was a very sucessful trip.

For anyone looking to head climbing around Arco a good starting point is the recently
published English guide ‘Arco Rock’ available from www.climb-europe.com/, a number of
free topo’s to the more popular areas are available for free download from
www.coronn.com/italy/arco/arco2.html. A large range of accommodation is available from
www.arcoturistica.com.
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October Bank Holiday Meet to Snowdonia Gerry Moss

In fairness, it should be said at the outset that this meet, which has been successfully running
now for over 30 years, has never been aimed at the soft white underbelly of the club. On the
other hand, if you are one of those hardy souls who like being out and about in hills in all
weathers, and can take a spot of rain or a patch of damp rock in your stride, then, have | got
news for you. We are off again this year, and | have booked the exclusive use of a hut near
Llanberis for three nights: Fri, Sat & Sun, 23rd, 24th, & 25th October.

WHY WALES? Snowdonia is the ideal choice of venue for this particular weekend as there
is something here for all tastes, and all talents, and the week-end provides a unique opportu-
nity for the disparate strands within the Club, walkers and climbers, to get together. Not only

that, because of the huge range of crags and climbs on offer, from the coastal cliffs of Goga-
rth to the remote mountain crags in the Carneddau, climbing is possible in even the most in-

clement weather.

Or, if you prefer, you can settle for some of the marvellous long scrambles that abound in the
region: The Snowdon Horseshoe; The N/E Ridge of Tryfan; The Gribin Facet on Lliwedd; the
Llech Ddu or Craig Lloer Spurs on the Carneddau, etc., etc. Suffice to say that, in over thirty
years of visits we have never come home empty-handed, never gone unchallenged.

Rock Climbing Guide Books. ‘Rock climbing in Snowdonia’ by Paul Williams, details almost
500 climbs on 77 crags in the area, (and this is just a selection!) And now there is a new kid
on the block ‘North Wales Rock’ with over 600 routes!

Maps and Walking Guidebooks. OS Sheet 107, Snowdon, One-inch map, or its 1:50,000
equivalent covers all the main areas of interest, except Gogarth. There is a huge choice in
walking guidebooks. Drop into Joe Brown'’s or Outside in Llanberis to view a selection.

Gear Shops. You can shop till you drop in Llanberis (2), Capel Curig (2) or Betws y Coed (4),
(Joe Brown’s, in Llanberis and Capel Curig, gives 10% discount on production of an uptodate
IMC card). If you are in the market for rockboots, harnesses, helmets, etc., the large selection
of models on offer makes for a pleasant change.

Climbing Wall. The Beacon Climbing Wall, just down the road from Llanberis, is about four
time the size of the UCD wall, with a large, separate bouldering area and a cafe.

Accomodation. The good news is, | have booked exclusive use of a well-equipped,
traditional climbing hut near Llanberis for the weekend (and this one has individual bunks).
The bad news is, we are restricted to 18 in number, so it’s first come, first served and, of
course, members only. Overnight fees will depend on numbers but should be no more than
ten euro per person, per night.You will need your own sleeping bag. This hut is convenient
to all the major areas: The Pass and Snowdon are only a hen’s race away, while Tryfan,
Ogwyn, and Tremadog just a little further.

Travel. Snowdonia is less than an hour’s drive from Holyhead port. See www.stenaline or
www.irishferries.com for details of sailings from Dublin and Dun Laoghaire. ( N.B. it is best to
avoid use of Irish Ferries Swift boat: being a small craft it is often cancelled at this time of
year due to strong winds). It makes sense to pool resources, reduce the club’s carbon
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footprint and fill as many of the seats in cars as possible, and we will try to put members in
contact with each other on this.

Terms & Conditions. Please note: the hut has been booked for three nights only and we will
be vacating the hut on Monday morning by 09.00 latest, (having cleaned and swept it out) in
order to get some climbing or walking done before heading for the boat. And it's a case of
one out, all out.

Finally, as this is a club meet, this year’s batch of beginners and improvers are very wel-
come, but | must stress that this is not a course - it's the coal-face - it's club members inter-
acting with each other. You have already been taught all there is to know about tying-on,
belaying and setting up anchors: but you can only learn so much on the ground - here’s
where everything you ever learned can be put into practice - and all you need to know about
multi-pitch climbing can be gleaned by a bit of up-and-doing. You can plough your own fur-
row, or you can tag along with other, more experienced members. There will be loads of en-
couragement and a fund of knowledge of local conditions on tap. Plenty of opportunities too,
to practice map-reading and compass work on the airy mountain ridges of Snowdonia, but
again, no formal instruction.

Contact me by Email: germoss@eircom.net, or text me at 087 6238718.
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Ballykeefe Meet — June ‘09

A very enjoyable meet to Ballykeefe Quarry, Co. Kilkenny took place in June. Twenty two club
members attended including many of our newcomers. For most it was a first visit and a first
opportunity to try climbing on bolts, Irish Style, i.e. a bolt every now and then ©

The weather varied between
sunshine and torrential
downpours but always
warm. As the bandstand in
the quarry now has a nice
corrugated roof we were
able to find shelter between
the showers. Everybody
was impressed with how
rapidly the rock dried out
and was climbable again
within a few minutes of the
rain actually stopping.

Bali.ykeefe

Several people got their first
leads in on the trad routes of
Entrance Wall and others
got to wrestle with their first
long layback on Oggy and
the Cockroaches.

The BBQ in the main was
abandoned except for Rob
and Debbie who persevered
and managed to produce
the bun burgers in the rain.

Tony set up a long abseil
and our newcomers got to
try and practise this skill.
After an enjoyable day we
adjourned to The Pike on
the Dublin road for a well
earned dinner.
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Bolivian Express

Paddy Englishman, Paddy Irishman, Paddy Scots-
man went to Bolivia in July for some alpine climbing.
(Jim Osborne, myself and Rob MacCallum respec-
tively). We arrived in La Paz in one piece but subse-
quently fell apart as soon as we reached base camp
in the Condoriri valley. A heady cocktail of AMS,
gasto-enteritis, mild HAPE and chronic trots
got us off to a flying start.

The Condoriri is a fine valley system with several im-
pressive peaks in the 5500m range. First off we tack- A% |

led Pequeno Alpamayo (5370m), a magnicifent peak with a defined WSW ridge in a great
situation. MacCallum and | moved together with a couple of easy pitches up and down it. 11
hrs round trip from BC, grade AD. Next up the jewel in the valley crown — the Cabeza de
Condoriri — a 5648m peak flanked by two lower summits, the three of them combining to form
the unique shape of a condor about to take flight. The approach did it for us though. A ticking
clock, difficult route-finding and a losing battle with what is locally know as the ‘Scree slope from
Hell’ saw us back early at BC, nursing the vestiges of our sicknesses.

Our plans weren'’t short of ambition though. Next up,
a 6000er — Huayna Potosi. We decided to go for a
single push on the normal route, 1300m from valley
floor to summit, omitting a high camp halfway. We
nearly did it, falling short 150m from the top.
Strangely the heat beat us this time. 16 degrees at
5900m and not a breath of wind — weird conditions
for winter. And speaking of heat, we noticed how de-
structive a force it is in the Andes. All the glaciers we
experienced are in serious retreat. Whatever about
the detrimental affect global warming is having on the
planet, it's making mountaineering exceptionally
hazardous, with loose rock and precipitous scree
slopes replace solid ice.

If I was to try the Potosi again I'd opt for the French ||
route though. Adirect line to a subsidiary summit up
an attractive ice field (AD+) then following a ridge to
the summit. The normal route was a non-technical
trudge on track that meandered around the peak.
Uninspiring. A bit like driving a car round a multi-
storey car park all day.

Back in the Condoriri, feeling better, we powered on. An ascent of Piramide Blanca (5320m)
gave us fine views over the range, with cloud billowing in the valleys and birds of prey wheeling
overhead. We had considered a possible new route on its Western buttress, but piles of choss
littering it changed our minds.

34



Keen to leave our mark with a new route, we discovered a beautiful buttress on another peak
— La Fortaleza Buttress (Fortress Buttress) on Peak Austria (5320m). Making a welcome
change from snow-plodding, MacCallum and | put up a superb new rock route on its Eastern
aréte. The line had lots of character, 350m long, VDiff, Alpine grade AD, it took in ribs, towers
and a ridge crest, all of it on quality sedimentary rock, with a dramatic backdrop to the Cabeza
and surrounding peaks. Naming it was the hardest part. We settled on Caporales Celtica.
‘Caporales’ being a traditional Bolivian dance formerly made by African slaves in the court of
Spanish Conquistadors. ‘Celtica’ being our version.

Chuffed with the route we finished up with
a great day out on the SW ridge of the
Cabeza (AD+) ... second attempt. This
time we were more knowledgeable and
stronger, overcoming the Scree slope
from Hell and making the top in under 7
hours. Alovely mixed climb with dramatic
views across the dry Altiplano and away
off to Lake Titicaca.

Overall it was a great trip, with plenty of
variety in objectives tackled. As ex-
pected, plans were changed once or

twice due to access and conditions, lead- ‘ allum - two dots on the ridge
ing to some revelations and a few sur- *queno Alpamayo

prises. As for Bolivians, we found them

a great people, friendly, obliging, physi- a ‘

cally strong and devoid of all pretention.

Compared to our country Bolivia is a poor

place. Often while traveling around La

Paz and seeing some hardship, | felt |
was back in India. A good reminder that
despite NAMA, rising unemployment,
public service wastage, political corrup-
tion and ineptitude etc, we're still lucky to
live here.

A final twist. Throughout our stay the
weather had been very stable. Dry, with
cloudless blue skies daily. However col-
liding fronts, warm air from the Amazon
meeting cooler air from the South brought a storm on the final night. Twelve hours were spent
in the tents as snowfall, high winds, thunder and lightening raged outside. It was quite a change
from three weeks of calmness; wild enough to put the 1812 Overture to shame. All was right
for the trek out the following morning though, with the landscape utterly changed. A foot of
snow everywhere with large plumes of spindrift sweeping off the mountain faces. It was quite
a transformation and well timed to finish up our climbing. As we loaded the donkeys for depar-
ture | asked myself would | return here, to Bolivia and the Condoriri? Yes, of course | would.

G. Galligan 11/08/09
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Rock, not in an ancient guide book.

We often saw the bit of rock from the road. On cold wet days it did not look up to much but
one day the sun shone on it and we decided to investigate.
So Easter Sunday, loaded with a bit of gear we trecked in.

We arrived and were impressed and excited. Had anyone been here? The rock looked remark-
ably clean, had it been gardened? There were several black moss streaks glistening with
water. We looked around and no obvious signs of crag rats.

We looked around for a warm up line, John found one and jumped into his gear( it was his lead
anyway) and headed up a shallow crack on the left side; he grunted a bit, boots slipped and
slid a bit but the drive into the unknown is powerful. Up into the corner behind the pine tree
with a scrabble shooting off turf and debris in my direction. And he was up...not as quick as
that but he was up. A first ascent? The sun shone for a moment; no midges and a sense of
masochistic pleasure? What ever, but that thrill of adventure gripped us both and brought us
out of a winter of hibernation.

The rain came and we hesitated. We took a closer look at the possibilities, slabs, cracks,
corners, the interesting quartz seam that could be a feature of a route.

The rain eased off and it was my turn...climb something or head off home. So my choice was
up a long easy stairway into the corner. Now where? The line above was enticing but it had an
air of commitment and | was not ready so | took another option, traverse right along the line of
overlaps and up to a tree. Easier said than done, the foot holds were covered in moss, but
nothing venture ..... so with ample protection | moved along the line. Ok, a bit more protection.,
More to lift the ropes away from the cracks but this did not work and | had to reverse the moves
to make adjustments. Off | went again tentatively into the little corner and slab at the end of the
traverse. Once there imagine my delight in seeing potential holds and with some relief | headed
up ..oh, stepping up, that sudden pull, the rope jammed in one of the cracks so back down and
more adjustments; then a touch of rain but shortly | was up in the tree. A veritable picknick site
but | had no food nor did John.

So up he came to the corner and then to the traverse which was a bit wet and John found it a
bit exciting but the rock was rough. Being short, the step up at the end of the traverse was not
easy but he arrived beaming..”great line; what now, or words to that effect?” “We just get onto
that ramp and up the head wall before the rain comes on!” That top wall was as interesting as
the lower part. One had to get lodged onto it and | dislike those toe crunching jams but on an
unclimbed route, what'’s a bit of pain!

So, the buzz of adventure was strong. What next? The questions! Could we climb the other
lines? They all looked good but definitely demanding, but who knows? Could we stoop to abbing
down to inspect or top rope? On short days we could bike out for speed and fitness training.
Such potential and the opportunities for the summer ahead and it was only Easter.. Then the
little inner voice, had someone beaten us? No, not possible. We would have heard...would we
not... Its funny how the Gollum can come out in the simple climber!

As it happened we were late arrivals on the scene, by several years! But John's route, “the slag-
ger” stands. The great buzz of the unknown, the opium of adventure was suddenly revived. It
can refuel flagging muscles and motivation and send one off on the most amazing trips: And
this is all possible when arriving at a crag, small or big without a guide book.
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The Diamond in the Rubble
An ascent of the Gross Diamantstock East Ridge, Switzerland.

By Dave Madden

The Gross Diamantstock at 3162m lies close to the Grimsel Pass in the Bernese Oberland.
Dave Trunk and | tackled this peak during the recent Mountaineering Ireland meeting in July.
There are two main routes to the summit, the first being the SW ridge which is graded at PD
and is mainly a long walk on the glacier with some easy climbing on the ridge itself. The second
route is the East Ridge which after a short glacier approach becomes a fine rock route graded
D-.

As we had already done a straight forward snow plod to the top of the Diechterhorn (3389m)
earlier on during the week we fancied a go at the harder East Ridge route. We felt this would
challenge us but would be within our capabilities to tackle.

The Gr. Diamantstock is generally climbed from the Bachli hut or the Grueben hut, the latter
being a longer walk-in but offering a slightly shorter approach on summit day. We opted for the
Bachli hut which in hindsight was perhaps not the best option in terms of getting off the glacier
as early as possible on summit day.

The benefits of the Bachli hut however were more obvious when we actually arrived there. A
fine hut with “the best Rosti in the alps” according to Eric Fourie, one of the guides working at
the Alpine meet. We had to check it out several times though just to make sure the quality was
consistent. The setting was tremendous and we spent an afternoon on some easy multi-pitch
slab climbs directly below the hut. With very generous bolting and grades around 3b/3c this is
a great spot for beginners or kids to get started on the rock.

The forecast in the evening was for poor weather the next day so a summit attempt was off. A
bit of rain overnight led to a dull start but it cleared up quickly allowing us to get cracking on
some more “cragging”. And we were spoilt for choice! In the morning we tackled some really
nice single pitch sport climbs of all grades on fine granite a mere ten minutes walk from the hut.
After the obligatory Rosti we moved on to a five pitch slab climb in the afternoon about 20
minutes walk from the hut. We finished a bit earlier not wanting to tire too much for the next day
although the temptation to eke out some more climbing in such a magnificent setting in good
weather was strong.

Arriving back at the hut we found the Irish had arrived! Two other climbers from the meet with
there and also Eric Fourie with an introductory alpine group. Eric was leading the guys up the
SW ridge the next day while the other two were also having a crack at the East Ridge. The hut
was now full with lots of Swiss climbers having arrived, some with guides, some on their own.

The next morning saw us experiencing the “alpine etiquette” whereby having ordered our break-
fast for a certain time we didn’t get it until the Swiss guides and their clients were well into theirs
and positioned ahead of us in the aahemm.. sprint over the glacier to the base of the climb. In
some ways it was clear — they knew the route, would be faster and we wouldn’t hold them up
on the climb. It still didn’t stop me getting pissed off about it though.
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In the dentis aiting room At 4.30am we were finally away, setting off at

pretty much the same time as Malcolm and
David the other two Irish climbers. It was
alarmingly warm with just base layers needed.
After a straightforward two hour walk in we
were at the base of the climb proper and got
ourselves geared up and sorted out. As ex-
pected there was now a queue of several par-
ties waiting to start the climb including one or
two who had come over from the Grueben hut.
The first pitch looked pretty intimidating, a ver-
tical 45m pitch of 4c. It felt like the dentist’s
waiting room as everyone watched the party
ahead going up. After a brief discussion we
agreed Dave would lead the first pitch! One of
the Swiss guides set off next, then his client.
After about fifteen feet she fell off. Next up
were the other Irish pair, then it was our turn.
Dave had gone very quiet at this point but fair
play he motored up and soon it was my turn to
get up close and personal with the ridge. It
was a great pitch and with the early morning
sun warming the rock a fine, if sudden start to
« the day.

The first pitch 45m 4c

The next section of the ridge included some
pitched climbing and sections of moving to-
gether. Route finding was tricky in places
and there were sections of scary and very
exposed down climbing. The steep down
climbing in particular was something | had-
n’t realised before to be such a vital part of
alpine climbing. The overall looseness of
the route was also an eye opener and |
couldn’t help but wonder on occasions how
the route might have changed since it was
originally climbed in 1937. Probably was
just as loose then! Dave and | started to
swop leads on the pitched sections in be-
tween more moving together. Protection
was sparse but wasn’t too bad, slings being
used mostly along with the odd nut or friend %
placement. The guidebook had indicated
that the route was partly bolted but only a
few of these appeared at critical points.
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After a while we were starting to
move really well together and catch-
ing up with one or two of the parties
in front of us who had advanced
ahead at the beginning of the route.
This being our first route of this grade
together it had taken us a while to get
into the swing of things. The overall
delays at the start hadn’t helped mat-
ters either. At 10 am it was absolutely
baking on the ridge and | knew we
would have to make a decision in the
next hour or so whether to continue
or not. Our original plan was to try
and get off the glacier by 1pm and

judging by the warm conditions al

it seemed wise to stick to this.

We reached a point on the exposed |
ridge were it dipped nearly vertically
downwards on a knife edge into a nar-
row gap. Kind of like Dalkey Tower
Ridge on steroids. This was clearly the
most “exciting” climbing I'd ever done,
only being glad | was leading it because
| wouldn’t have fancied seconding it!

At 10.30 am Dave dropped into the nar-
row slot in the ridge that marks the “No-
tabseil” point. It was decision time.
We’d been on the go for six hours
which was guidebook time for the
whole ascent, yet we still had three
pitches of 4b to negotiate and some
more scrambling before we reached
the top. We both concurred that we had
had enough and three abseils saw us
back on the glacier below.

View along the ridge

- Wing some down climbing
€

I
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| wasn’t disappointed not to reach the summit,
far from it. We had both learned an awful lot for
our first Alpine rock route together. It had more
than surpassed my expectations for the day
and the climbing and scenery had been
stunning. Perhaps we could have pushed on
and completed it but that didn’t seem the point.

Back down off the glacier Dave and | settled
down to the final two portions of Rosti from the
hut. We had eaten them out of the stuff. When
Eric and the Irish boys made it back from the &
summit late in the afternoon they cursed us.
But we didn’t care; by this stage we were en-
joying the walk out after a great stay in the alps.

Guidebook

Swiss Plaisir West ISBN 3-906087-19-0
(French/german language only)

Or

Bernese Oberland Selected Climbs
Alpine Club ISBN 0-900523-64-6
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Enjoying some IIRosti
.. at the Bachli hut
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