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Editorial Note

Due to technical difficulties we have been forced to print the present edition of the
newsletter in a black and white format. Producing the colour version would have involved
lengthy delays. Fortunately, this won't affect subsequent newsletters, which will return to the
colour format.




A Traverse of Vagakallen, David Craig
Lofoten Islands,
Norway.

We are high on a Norwegian peak clouds whisping by, with a long tiring ascent almost behind
us and the prospect of an easier but unknown, to us at least, descent the other side of the
mountain. | watch Sile as she comes up after me. The midnight Sun, visible behind her,
reflects on the sea below even though the clouds hide its true position. Sitting on the belay |
am aware of the beauty of our position but not able to fully enjoy it. A feeling of insecurity
presses on our thoughts. Loose rock, slushy snow, lost time, unsettled weather, all the
reasons we have to be anxious. When the cloud clears, the waters of the fjords shimmer in
the perpetual light of an artic summers sun, purple peaks rise shear out of them giving ridges
and crags and cliffs and splendour. All the reasons we came here. Yet to the North, beyond
the hills, the next batch of clouds race towards us, threatening, menacing, pushing us on.

There is a balance to this, an old fashioned weighing scale, on one side you have yourself,
all the expensive gear, the hours of practise of techniques, the guidebooks, the rock, your
own ability. The other side empty, until an idea you have fills it, a route or peak, something
you choose carefully, measure surely. It is designed to tip the scale, not too much, just
enough so you know that it can be done. You might tip it more, with a harder route or a new
place, but all the time you remain comfortable in the fact that you and the weights of your
gear and techniques and skill can pull it back. But sometimes, something you rely on lets you
down, a bit of rock crumbles and with it goes your comfort. The balance starts to tilt, hangs
there in the middle, frozen in that long moment before it tips.

In an area so beautiful it is hard not to dawdle, and we had. After leaving camp, walking up
the road we stopped, looked at crags, viewed the fjords, the ferries chugging past
connecting the charming islands, we took pictures, admired the scenery, collected some
memories. We walked in through Djupfjorden, past the sea, up the river to the fresh water
and on up through the jungle of a valley to the base of a gully that would lead to our climb.
We took delight in every minute, savoured it as such places should be savoured. Showers
past over but we paid them no mind.

The gully should have warned us. It contained a snowfield our first surprise, as we had
neither crampon nor axe. The snow was slushy, insecure and once crossed led to crumbly
rock, easy angled but treacherously loose, every foot and handhold seemed to crumble from
the slightest downward pressure. But we past it, crept up to a grassy col, told ourselves that
you could expect such things on a mountain route, that conditions would improve above. The
ridge beyond did little to ease our apprehension. Travel, unnervingly, over loose mossy
blocks, grotty gullies and grassy ledges. For the more difficult sections the angle increased
and with it the quality, but once past the moss grew, the rock crumbled and the snow took
hold. Thoughts began to creep into our heads, go back, it's not safe, this is no fun anymore.
And then the idea of the abseils, the abandoning of the small bit of gear we brought, the down
climbing, the un-doing of all we had done telling us that we, like the balance, are suspended
in the middle, poised, waiting and committed.

Progress over the final section of the ridge is slow, things conspire to delay us. Where we
hoped to move together small snowfields prevent it and we are forced to move from one
rocky outcrop to another, still pitching, leapfrogging on stepping-stones over this snowy
inundation. Each pitch, however, teaches us, techniques are practised, snow conditions
better judged, better handled. Weights slowly growing, developing, increasing, tipping the
scale back in our favour.
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Sile is tiptoeing over a narrow section of the snow covered ridge, there is a gap somewhere,
the guide book talks of a jump that must be made. It is obscured by the frail snow that has
been the bain of our climb. She moves steadily, speed is weighed against security, aware the
snow could reveal the gap at any moment, but she does not let it rush her, the snow is slushy,
the steps must be deep. Tentatively she makes her way to the relative safety of where the
ridge widens, past the gap, past the apprehension.

We reach the summit, stand next to a wooden pole, a signpost that once pointed out the var-
ious surrounding peaks. Manmade and out of place it lies discarded by the mountain, broken,
tangled in the wire coils that once to held it up. | let myself feel the relief of being off of the
ridge, the tiredness from a long ascent. | think of our camp below, the small tent that has been
home for the past couple of weeks, its small stove, and the bench made from driftwood, the
warm sleeping bag within, all in the shelter of a small copse of pine trees. For a moment |
long to be there wrapped in the sleeping bag, only my head sticking out watching the stove
softly boil.

We descend by the south face; the passage of other people marks the way. There are more
gullies but most of the loose material has been knocked away, there are snowfields but they
already have steps in them. When we reach a col above the upper Durmalsdalen valley we
stop to eat. Sitting on a large flat boulder looking out south to the sea, not much is said. A
few nervous words joking about what we had just done, the poor conditions and how it would
be a great winter route. But mostly we just sit enjoying the peace of the early morning. Our
legs are tired and it's hard to start moving again, but eventually we walk on down the valley
back to Djupfjorden and down the road to our little haven in the pine trees.

Descending a gully on the south face route in slushy snow
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Vagakallen from Djupfjorden, its north ridge on the leff.



One of the crux pitches on the north ridge.



Islands in the Stream. Gerry Moss

Jersey is famous for its cows and its spuds - enough to endear it to the heart of any true Irish
man. Lying in Mont St. Michel Bay, just off the French coast, it is the most southerly of the
Channel Islands and Britain's most southerly point. Its location, and the fact that is washed
by the Gulf Stream, endows it with a balmy climate, and it annually records the highest
number of hours of sunshine in Britain. A perusal of the O.S. 1:25,000 Official Leisure Map of
Jersey makes for interesting reading: all the natural features, headlands, bays, etc., and all
the roads are named in French, a throwback to the days when French was the spoken
language for most of the population. While part of Britain, the States of Jersey are not part of
the U.K. or the E.U. (a point worth remembering when it comes to availing of duty-free on
your way home).

The Channel Islands were the only part of Britain to be occupied by the Nazis during the sec-
ond world war, and the gun towers, bunkers and tunnels that dot the island are a reminder of
those turbulent times.

On this small island (just under 10 miles in length and little over 5 in width), driving is a
relaxed, pleasurable experience: the general speed limit is a leisurely 40 mph., and no one
in a great hurry, as no one has very far to go. The island has only one short stretch of
dual-carriageway, which serves the capital, St. Helier, and its port, while a network of narrow,
but generally quiet roads, covers the rest of the island.

Its coastline is dotted with fine beaches, secluded bays and tiny coves, many of them
popular with surfers but, more importantly for the climber, its north, northwest and south
coasts have some fine granite seacliffs, very much on the style of Cornwall. The rock is
excellent, with great friction, similar to that found on the Donegal crags of Lough Belshade
and Gola Island. The situations are wonderful, with large and small headlands yielding climbs
of quality, of one, two and, occasionally, three pitches in length. There are climbs facing in all
directions, so it is always possible to find a sheltered spot should the wind be blowing and,
with a bit of planning, to find a crag catching the sun.

While on the club meet to The Lake District last March, | picked up a copy of the recently
published Jersey Climbs by Kevin Eloury of the Jersey Rock Climbing Club, and a brief
perusal was enough to convince me that a trip would be well worth while. There are just over
1000 routes listed, but what impressed me most, as a rather toothless, battered and
bewhiskered rock tiger, was the spread of the grades. They must have heard | was coming.
Just look at this: Diff. 59; V. Diff. 54; H.V.Diff. 30; Severe 118; H.S. 95; V.S. 224; H.V.S 220;
E1 112; and so on, in descending quantities, right up to E7 (ok, | was a bit miffed that there
were only two E7s, but you can't have everything). As a further attraction, there are also crags
of gritstone and gabbro on the island.

In early September, during the spell of fine settled weather that heralded the end of our
miserable summer, Liam and | paid a short but rewarding visit. We climbed on each of the
four days, visiting a number of different crags, and getting a general feel for the island and
its climbing. It's a place | would go back to.



The guidebook is straightforward, even a little old-fashioned, in its format, but everthing you
need to know is there and it just takes a bit of patience and exploring to find your way around.
But this is part and parcel of the climbing experience on all sea crags - the fact that initially
you can only view things from above and must, first and foremost, locate the correct line of
descent, adds greatly to the overall interest and enjoyment of a first visit.

We based ourselves in the YHA hostel near Gorey, on the eastern side of the island, and
while it would be difficult to find anywhere further away from the climbs, it is an excellent
hostel, in a tranquil, rural setting. A car is essential for getting around, though if you are based
in St. Helier, where all bus routes originate from, it might be possible, with good planning, to
make use of the excellent summer bus services to the various headlands.

Aer Lingus fly to Jersey three times a week, from mid-May to mid-September and by
avoiding peak periods and booking in advance, reasonable fares can be obtained. BMIbaby
and B.A. fly to Jersey from the British mainland all the year round and by combining one of
these with a Ryanair flight good value can also be obtained.

Tourism has always been one of the major planks in the Jersey economy: there are oodles
of hotels, B&Bs, inns, cafes and eating houses. You can hire bikes, surfing gear, and boats.
There is a climbing wall somewhere on the island - we didn't need it, or look for it.

All the climbs on Jersey are traditional: no sports routes, no bolts. Just trad climbing as good
as it gets. Highly recommended.



The Barre Des Ecrins: Kevin Byrne
Four Thousand Metres and a Slice of Brown Bread.

It's easy to convince yourself it'll be alright on the day. You've done it before...gone straight
for a 4,000m peak with no acclimatisation. No problem. And this time we had a week out
there beforehand! A week to compensate for the fact that we hadn't as much as climbed the
Sugarloaf in God knows how long.

Though otherwise committed that week, we did manage to get up to 2,500m on a couple of
occasions - by cable car admittedly. At least we did do some climbing and it was hot too,
though sweating under a hot sun hardly counts as acclimatisation training.

On the day of the walk-in we were already in a bit of a dither at breakfast time. Phone the
hut, make a booking. Buy crampons with Antoinette. Why didn't we do that yesterday? Pack
the bag, unpack the bag, throw out all the stuff we don't really need, re-pack the bag; groan
silently at the thought of lugging it skywards for 4 hours. By now it's nearly midday and if we
don't get a move on we won't make it in time for dinner at 6.30pm. Pack a couple of rolls to
eat en route.

More faffing and before we know it, it's 2 o'clock. A quick glance at the weather forecast in

Ailefroide. The words "vents forts" are highlighted in yellow. Hmmm..., not exactly what you
want. "Nuage" seems to feature a lot too. No need for the sunscreen apparently.

8



Ten past three by the time we start the walk-in. Four hours is what the guidebook says. We
need to do it in less if we're going to eat. But hey, Hut food is always bad and we've held back
on eating the rolls we prepared for lunch. No problem.

We arrive at 6.50 feeling wrecked. Dinner is being served and we're ushered to a table with
6 ltalians...all part of a bigger family group apparently. We're late for the soup but thankfully
a pot of it appears. Warm and wet. Good for the thirst, whatever about the food value.
Unfortunately the combination of the huge effort to get there, no food since breakfast and the
stuffy atmosphere all combine to rob Antoinette of her appetite. Feeling queasy, she sits
outside sipping water.

After dinner (for one) we retire early, looking forward to a few hours rest before the 3am
reveille. As the night wears on the stuffy atmosphere seems to migrate from the dining room
to our dorm. This time with a different variety of sounds and smells. So we pass the night
fitfully and are just ready to drift off properly when the wake up call comes.

No need to describe the ensuing chaos so beloved of alpinists. From what passes as
breakfast, Antoinette manages one slice of stale brown bread - with considerable urging and
dire warnings of the consequences of eating nothing.

We'd been warned that the route to the Barre Des Ecrins would be a trench with an endless
line of climbers plodding their way upward. And so it was, though with less than perfect
weather, fewer than it might have been. A brilliant starry night and the magic of the alpine
dawn offered some compensation. Fortunately for us, most climbers were on their way to the
Dome de Neige - a subsidiary peak that breaches the magic 4,000m contour with little
technical difficulty.

We reached the Breche Lory, where the two routes separate, more or less in guidebook time.
From here began the final rocky ridge on the Barre. Thankfully only one party was ahead of
us. They were engaged on the initial couple of pitches to get established on the ridge. We
waited our turn and eventually followed on.

The ridge itself was exposed and with the 'vents forts' now adding to the wind chill it was get-
ting 'interesting'. The mist didn't help. Perspective was lost and we kept hitting false summits.
Having to climb in crampons didn't help either.

Eventually the true summit appeared and we joined the other party ahead of us. The ridge
had taken an hour longer than expected. Soon a third party appeared but the wind and mist
did not encourage hanging about. Half a Mars Bar and a couple of obligatory photos later we
set off back the way we'd come. No great difficulty but our lack of fitness began to tell and by
the time we reached the Breche again we were happy to be off the rock and once again in
the trench. Time was moving on.

A long plod, a few stumbles in the soft snow plus a couple of little bergshrund jumps
eventually saw us back on the flat section of the Glacier Blanc. At last we sat down to munch
through yesterday's lunchrolls and reflect on what was already a long day for two unfit
climbers! Antoinette was delighted with her first four-thousander. Done on a single slice of
stale bread. The ltalians were delighted with getting a large party safely up and down the
Dome de Neige. | was happy we were down safe and thought the climb good value at PD+.
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After that the descent to the car seemed endless. Sore feet after 13 hours on the go. Hardly
a gold medal performance in terms of time...but like all such alpine days, the memory of the
hardship has already receded and we're planning ahead.

With its 300 days of sunshine a year there's lots more to be done in the Ecrins.

(An ascent of the Barre des Ecrins, PD+, 4,102m, 21st July 2007 by Antoinette Gough and
Kevin Byrne. Time 6 hours from the Refuge des Ecrins).
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Wlust have gol out of the wong scle of the bed”
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The October Bank Holiday Meet Gerry Moss

The October Bank Holiday Meet will, as usual, be to Snowdonia in Wales. | have booked a
hut for three nights: Fri, Sat & Sun 26, 27 & 28.

WHY WALES? The October Bank Holiday meet to Snowdonia is a long standing and
popular IMC tradition. Snowdonia is an inspired choice of venue for this particular week-end
as there is something here for all tastes, and all talents, and the week-end provides a unique
opportunity for the disparate strands within the Club, walkers and climbers, mountaineers and
crag-rats, to get to know one another. Decades of climbing here in October have shown that
it is the best possible venue in these islands for that time of year. Kerry, Connemara and the
Mournes provide good walking, though not as good as Wales, but Snowdonia beats them all
hands down when it comes to climbing, having plenty of long, clean, sound rock routes at all
grades.

If, as proposed, future requirements for full membership will include the ability to lead
multi-pitch climbs of V.Diff, then there is no better place than Snowdonia to develop the skills
required. For example, if you like the Bearnagh Slabs, you will love the Idwal Slabs: twice as
high, half the walk-in, and all squeaky clean (none of that green gunge). Long routes of Diff,
V. Diff and Severe on the face, and from VS to E4 on the side walls. You could spend a week
climbing in the Pass (only 10 minutes from the hut) without repeating any route. Long,
classic routes of V.Diff such as Spiral Stairs, Flying Buttress and Wrinkle. Great Severes like
Crackstone Rib (featured on a BBC programme recently). Wonderful long Very Severes like
Brant, Nea and Lion. Three star HVS routes like Brant Direct, Sickle and Yellow Crack.
Famous E1's, like Cenotaph Corner and Cemetery Gates, etc., and all the way up to E5. And
all of these are only 15 to 20 minutes off the road. As you can see, Snowdonia caters for tyro
and tiger alike.

If you prefer more remote surroundings there are the great long climbs on the East Face of
Tryfan: Grooved Arete, M.S; First Pinnacle Rib, V. Diff; Belle Vue Bastion VS, all an hour-an-
a-half walk in from the road. Or the even more remote Amphitheatre Buttress, in the heart of
the Carneddau with classic V.Diffs, Severes and V.S. routes.

Should you want to wet your feet and, perhaps, your underpants, there is always the
challenge of the Gogarth seacliffs. And | haven't even mentioned Tremadog, in the sunny
south of the region.

For walkers the area is crammed with wonderful scrambling on airy ridges: 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.

Weather. Well, it's all good news, isn't it. No frostbite, no skin cancer from over exposure to
the sun and little likelihood of dying from dehydration. But what makes Snowdonia stand
head and shoulders above all others is the fact that it is the original all weather pitch. In
thirty years of visits we have never come home empty-handed, never gone unchallenged.
Every climb mentioned above, and many, many more have been climbed, and enjoyed, on
one of the October meets. Bring your rain-gear and just get on with it. If it rains, close your
eyes and pretend you are at a rock concert. Or you could always ring the mammy and ask
her to come and get you. (See Time Travellers in the last newsletter, or Lockwoods
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Chimney Revisted in the previous issue, or Pilgrim's Progress on the Club's website to get
the picture).

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 in LLanberis to view a selection.

Gear Shops. You can shop till you drop in Llanberis (2), Capel Curig (1) or Betws y Coed (4),
(Joe Brown's, in Llanberis and Capel Curig, gives 10% discount on production of an up-to-
date IMC card). If you are in the market for rock-boots, harnesses, helmets, etc., the large
selection of styles 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 for the weekend. It has parking, a good kitchen, showers, central
heating and, most importantly, a drying room. The bad news is, we are restricted to 18 in
number, so it's first come, first served, and members only. Overnight fees will depend on
numbers, ( | have to recoup my costs) but should be between £8 and £10 sterling per
night. You will need your own sleeping bag.

Travel. Snowdonia is less than an hour's drive from Holyhead port. See www.stenaline or
www.irishferries.com for details of sailings. It is best to avoid use of Irish Ferries Swift boat,
as this is often cancelled at this time of year. It makes sense to pool resources and fill seats
in cars, and we will try to do put members in contact with each other on this.
Terms & Conditions. As the return sailing on Bank Holiday Monday is at 3.30pm we will be
vacating the Hut that morning by 08.30 latest, (having cleaned and swept it out) in order to
get some climbing or walking done. And it's a case of one out, all out. No exceptions. (That's
8.30 G.M.T. (Gerry Moss Time) by the way - none of this codology of putting your watch back
an hour, until our climbing is all over and we are heading for the boat).

Finally, as this is a club meet, beginners and improvers are very welcome, but | must stress
that this is not a course: it's much more than that - it's the coal-face. It's where everything you
ever learned can be put into practise, and everything you need to know about multi-pitch
climbing can be gleaned by a bit of up-and-doing. It's aimed more at those who wish to learn,
rather than those who want to be taught. There will be no formal instruction: plenty of rope
holding, but no holding of hands, and definitely no top-roping.

So, don't hang about, get your name down.
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IMC Meets Winter 2007/2008

Date Name Title of Slide show

4th October Dermot Sheils Ice in Norway and Rock in the Dolomites

11th Oct Michael Scott MCI Meet 2006 - Ailefroide & Bregalia

18th Oct Gerry Moss Mountaineering / Climbing in Snowdonia,
Wales

25th Oct Robbie Fenlon Ski Mountaineering & Mountaineering in the
Alps

1st November Kieran Kelly Denali (Mount McKinley), Alaska

8th Nov Denis Beaky Scottish Winter Climbing

15th Nov Maurice Maxwell Trekking in the Himalayas

22nd Nov Club A.GM.

29th Nov No slide show Chris Bonnignton Lecture - 8pm - At 53° North,
Blanchardstown Centre:10 Euro for MCI
members Directions:
http://www.53degreesnorth.ie
[fiftythreedegreesnorth/Main/Location.htm

6th Dec Tim Orr Scottish Winter Mountaineering

13th Dec Calvin Torrans Selection of Climbing / Mountaineering

20th Dec No slide show Christmas holidays

2008

3rd January No slide show New Year

10th January

Denis Cronin

Cycling The Big Sky Country :
Coast to Coast across the USA

17th Jan Conor O'Connor Climbing
24th Jan Martina Nolan T.B.C.
31st Jan Gerry Galligan Paddy English man, Paddy Scottish man
& Paddy Irish man, go to the Rockies, Canada
7th Feb Declan Cunningham Kilimanjaro? - T.B.C
14th Feb T.B.C.
21st Feb T.B.C.
28th Feb T.B.C.
6th March Noel Caffrey Hot Ice & other stuff
13th March T.B.C.
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HOLY TERRORS. Gerry Moss

It's not every hotel claims to have its own ghost in residence. Doubtless, if pressed strongly
enough, some of them would admit to frequently playing host to things that go bump in the
night, but that's a different kettle of fish, entirely. Swimming pools, saunas and gyms are all
par for the course in hotels nowadays, but ghosts and ghouls, no. The Bel Air Hotel, on the
other hand, doesn't bother with any of these modern catch-all trappings, but it does have its
very own ghost. Set in extensive grounds off the narrow, winding back road between Ashford
and Glenealy, this long established bastion of old-style comfort and tranquility occupies a
large Victorian mansion, flanked by a cluster of sprawling out-buildings. An ideal stomping
ground for any ghost. And, true to form, staff and guests regularly claim to have seen the
ghostly figure of an elderly nun gliding slowly along the corridors late at night. Then again,
speaking as one who has frequently stayed in similar old-world hotels, there just might be a
more mundane explanation for these sightings.

You know how it is yourself. You wake up in the small hours of the morning, urgently
needing to answer a call of nature. So you slip quietly out the door and off you go, padding,
bleary-eyed, sleep-befuddled, along a network of dimly-lit corridors, in search of an illusive,
distant bathroom. Mission accomplished, you realise, much to your dismay, that you haven't
a clue as to which direction you came from, which room you were in, or even what colour the
door was. It's at moments like this, while shuffling along over creaking floorboards, peering
sleepily at room numbers, pushing tentatively on doors, that you begin to wonder if it wasn't
high time to swap your cumbersome, but comfortable nightshirt for a more conventional pair
of pyjamas. Then you turn a corner and run smack-bang into a group of highly-strung, half-
sloshed, myopic old biddies. With piercing screams ringing in your ears and the tail of your
nightshirt flapping about your ankles, you leg it back the way you came, while the old dears,
zimmer frames discarded, pace-makers discounted, are stampeding madly in the opposite
direction.

And thus, willy-nilly, you enter the annals of hotel folklore as a participant in 'The Charge of
the Night Brigade' . At this juncture you may be wondering how | know so much about these
things. Well, I'd rather not talk about that just now.

Interestingly, when the IMC gathered for its Annual Dinner in the Bel Air, back sometime in
the late seventies or early eighties, there was no sign of our ghostly nun. Hardly surprising,
really. Although the attendance may have been graced by the odd 'phantom of delight' and
even one or two blithe spirits, it was mostly the customary eclectic mix of oddballs, spacers
and out-of-this-world weirdos - and that's just the women. My own theory is that having cast
a cold eye over this mountainy mixum-gatherum, the nun concluded it was all a bit too scary,
and decided to take a hike. So, no ghosts. Granted, one did hear rumours of strange
goings-on in the corridors during the wee small hours, but there's just no way any of the
brazen hussies in the IMC, even those wearing their little black numbers, could ever be
mistaken for one of The Little Sisters of the Poor. Truth is, given the frenetic level of amorous
activity, the unfortunate nun would have had to parade up and down in her pelt to gain any
attention. On second thoughts, that would have been a bad move. Totally counter-productive.
She would have just blended seamlessly with the crowd.
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While our draconian libel laws preclude me from delving too deeply into the matter of the
corridor capers, | can readily reveal that | had my aphrodisian moment in a more traditional
location - behind the bicycle shed at the back of the hotel. While looking for somewhere to
park my bike, | got lucky. By the light of a pale new moon | spotted the top of a crag
beckoning to me from above the trees on the slope overlooking the hotel. You could say our
eyes met across the gloom, and it was love at first sight. Closer inspection revealed a fine,
steep crag, as pristine and unsullied as the good nun herself. In other words, everything a
man in his prime could wish for. The fact that the crag was on very private grounds was a
major stumbling block, but when has the path of true love ever run smoothly?

Thereafter Liam and | paid several furtive visits, planning our raids with military precision,
driving swiftly up the avenue and parking in a leafy lay-by some distance from the hotel,
before slipping, commando-like, through the shrubbery to the foot of the crag (I seem to
remember Joss joining us on at least one of these visits). We put up a number of routes, from
HS to HVS on the face, and from V.Diff to Severe on the slabs. Then, disaster struck.
Emerging from the shrubbery one evening, we ran straight into the owner, an elderly lady,
who demanded, not unreasonably, to know what we were doing and where we were coming
from.

Being a man of few words, and even fewer scruples, | slipped quietly away and left Liam to
sweet-talk his way out of things. Twenty minutes passed with no sign of our hero so,
reluctantly, | went back to see if he needed rescuing. | arrived just in time to see madam
kissing his hands and thanking him effusively. The cunning old rogue, | thought, he's only
gone and offered her a free dental make-over in exchange for access to the crag.

But the arrangement was on a much grander scale. With fine words and flowery phrases he
had painted a rosy future for the Bel Air. The scenario went something like this: we had
discovered this magnificent crag and were developing it at no cost to the hotel; details of our
climbs would be included in the up-coming Wicklow guidebook, a publication destined to
achieve phenomenal sales worldwide; soon, a stream of well-heeled British, Continental and
American climbers would be beating a path to her door, demanding en-suite accommodation,
ordering three square meals a day and consuming copious amounts of expensive alcohol
every night. In other words - she had it made. With a spring in her step and a smile on her
lips, she trotted off to break the good news to her staff.

Liam had omitted one rather important detail from his blueprint for happiness, however. All
the belays at the top of the crag were directly opposite the windows of the hotel's top-floor
bedrooms, and the nearest of these was the bridal suite. Wicked, or what? It was while
belaying here that | learned to fully appreciate the profound wisdom of those immortal lines:
'What is this life if, full of care, we have no time to stand and stare' . . .

Needless to say, being thorough gentlemen, we would never dream of doing anything so
crass as staring straight into someone's bedroom. Especially as we soon discovered that,
while standing sideways to the hotel, we could catch all the action out of the corner of the
eye. A much more sensitive approach, a sort of Irish solution to an Irish problem, and
indicative of good manners and a thoughtful, caring attitude.
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So there we were, not only with some fine climbing to be done, but also a crag in a unique
location.This presented a worthy challenge, not just to our climbing ability, but also to our
literary talents for, as two erudite, scholarly types, we felt it incumbent upon us to reflect this
inimitable atmosphere in the naming of the routes. We gave it our best shot.

Ah, yes. Even now, after all these years, | can still recall the tingling excitement of the first
exploratory moves on Let's play 'Hunt the Parsnip' S; the doubt and uncertainty
accompanying the crux moves on Are We There Yet? HS; the triumphant topping-out on
Yes!Yes!Yes! VS; and the utter, but satisfying exhaustion after creating Steamy Windows,
HVS. | should add that this short list represents my modest contribution. | am reluctant to
detail any of Liam's, as they are all in a much bawdier vein: you see, like most sailor boys,
he has a tendency to sail rather too close to the wind.

We did, of course, have some ethical concerns about all of this. Not for the privacy of the
guests, or the morals of the climbers, | hasten to add, but purely on health and safety
grounds. For how could we expect a young, hot-blooded climber to concentrate on setting up
safe, secure belays, with such distractions close at hand? And what were the chances of
climbers keeping a close eye on their seconds when there were other, more interesting
things, to be seen nearby?

Alas, we needn't have worried. It was all saothair in aisce. Eventually, the owner, tired of wait-
ing for her ship to come in, adopted new tactics. A new broom, a clean sweep. The
bulldozers were brought in, and a large area of ground behind the hotel levelled in
preparation for the construction of a holiday village, to cater especially for those interested in
equestrianism. And that was that. A bit of a pity, really, for the new clientele might have proved
very interesting. You know - the horsey type: all whips and jodphurs; always chomping at the
bit; always hankering after their oats . . .

Well, things rested so for a few years. However, as the saying goes, 'God never closes one
door but He opens another', or, to put it another way, the Devil looks after His own. Either
way, in the heel of the hunt, we landed on our feet. All the while, unknown to us, there was
another fine little crag just a couple of hundred meters down the road, and on Coillte lands,
no less, with no access problems. Surrounded by trees, invisible to the passer-by, the local
kids were the only ones in the know. They had built a little den at the foot of the crag and
would congegate there in secret at weekends. Then, on Halloween night, a few year ago,
their bonfire got out of hand, spread to the trees and the whole lot went up in flames. When
the smoke cleared a couple of days later, all was revealed. Driving back from Waterford one
day, | realised that the landscape had changed and there was rock to be seen where none
had previously been seen. | investigated further, in keeping with a lifelong policy of leaving
no stone unturned in the quest for rock, and liked what | found.

True, it's a small crag, but in a land with a paucity of climbable rock, beggars can't be

choosers. It's quartzite, the same as Barnbawn, and has a low-lying, sunny location, similar
to that crag.
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There's not enough to keep you here for a day, but the short approach (5 minutes) and the
sheltered location make it an option worth considering for a morning or afternoon in winter,
an evening in summer, or as a fallback if you have been driven off the mountain crags by rain.
It may even get you out of the quarry, for a change. As an added bonus, a short, bulging wall
at the extreme left-hand end might be of interest to boulderers.

The crag is steep or overhanging along most of it's base, and there is nothing easier than HS
here, while the main overhang has yet to be breached. All our efforts thus far have been on
either side of it: 4 routes to the left and one to the right. The fact that this overhang has been
left unclimbed may be regarded as a generous gesture by us towards the up-and-coming
young stars in the club, then again, it may have something to do with the fact that we were
always cute hoors. Go and see for yourself.

Approach. Driving south on the N11 from Dublin, take the slip road signposted for Ashford.
Go straight through at the roundabout in the village, then, just after the filling station, take the
side road sloping up right. Continue on this road to the entrance to the Bel Air Hotel. Turn
around here and drive back for 50m to the entrance on the left (at the 50kph sign). Take the
dirt road between the two houses and, after another 50m, park at the familiar black-and-
yellow barrier, making sure to leave enough room for the pony trekkers to come down the
narrow path on the left and go through the gap on the right of the barrier. A walk of just over
one minute along the forest road brings the crag into view. A path of sorts starts at the right
edge of a little clearing (ignore the path heading left towards the pines) and passes behind a
small oak tree, heading for the right-hand end of the crag. This path, almost completely
smothered in high ferns during summer, leads to the crag a bit right of centre and then
follows back along the base of it. Less than 5 minutes from the barrier.

Given the circumstances of its discovery we have named the crag BONFIRE BUTTRESS. All
the climbs are between 9 and 14 m in height. The crag suffers from some seepage after
prolonged periods of heavy rain and as the routes were climbed while still damp, gradings
should be treated as provisional. The climbs are described from left to right.
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1. All Fired Up. VS 4b.

Start. At the left end of the crag, directly below a shallow crack which runs straight up to a
large pointed block at the top of the crag.

Climb the crack to the block, then up over this. G.M., L.C. Jan 2006.

2. Burning Ambition. VS 4c.

Start. Just R of 1. Step up onto a little footledge and move R. Step up R onto the recessed
slab and slant back L and up over the block.

G.M,, L.C. Jan 2006.
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3. Heather Blazing. VS 4b.

Start. Aimost 2m R of 2. Steep moves to gain the recessed slab. Follow this near its R
edge.

L.C., GM. Jan 2006.

4. Phoenix. VS 4c/5a.

Start. R of 3, and just L of the little holly tree. Step up on the block and up steeply to the lit-
tle overhang. Climb this and follow the shallow crack just in from the L edge of the main
slab.

G.M.,, L.C. Jan 2006.
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5. Unquenchabile Fire. HS 4a.

Start. Just R of the main overhang, below a wide crack. Move up the crack then step L onto
the slab and follow this near its R edge.

L.C., GM. Jan 2006.
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THE SOURDOUGH EXPEDITION TO MOUNT McKINLEY Barry O'Flynn

In 1897 Mount McKinley, the highest mountain in Alaska, was named after United States
president William McKinley but with the passage of time and in line with the current practice
of using native names it is now known as Denali. This is the name officially recognized by the
State of Alaska: in the Athabaskan language it means 'the high one'. Even under good
conditions Denali is a serious climb. The North Peak of the mountain reaches to 19,470 feet
(5,934m) and is acknowledged to be a more difficult ascent than the higher 20,320 foot
(6,194m) South Peak.

In 1906 the explorer Frederick Cook asserted he had climbed the mountain, a claim
subsequently disproved. Cook was a bit of a fantasist - he also insisted he was the first to
reach the North Pole but an examination of his logbooks showed he did not get within a don
key's roar of Latitude 90 North.

In 1909 while the controversy over Cook's claim still raged local pride, well lubricated by
alcohol, was outraged. The mining community, the Sourdoughs, did not believe Cook's story
and determined that if anyone were to climb the mountain a team of prospectors would do it.
The prime mover of the expedition was Tom Lloyd, a Welshman and a former sheriff in the
state of Utah. He came to Alaska during the Klondike gold rush and settled in the Kantishna
Hills north of Mount McKinley as it was then called. According to Lloyd 'Bill McPhee [the bar
owner] and me were talking one day of the possibility of getting to the summit of Mount
McKinley and | said | thought if anyone could make the climb there were several pioneers of
my acquaintance who could. Bill said he didn't believe that any living man could make the
ascent.’

McPhee ridiculed Lloyd saying that he was too old (he was fifty) and too over weight for such
an undertaking to which the miner responded that for two cents he would show it could be
done. To call Lloyd's bluff, McPhee offered to pay $500 to anyone who would climb McKinley.
Two other businessmen agreed to put up $500 each and Lloyd accepted the challenge. The
Sourdough Expedition was on.

If you are not familiar with the poems of Robert Service or the stories of Jack London you are
probably wondering who or what is a Sourdough. During the gold rushes prospectors used
dough starters to make leavened bread. These starters were carefully protected and were
carried by the miners from claim site to claim site. For the evening meal gold dust pans were
swapped for bread pans. It was not unknown for a miner to ensure the viability of the dough
by taking his crock of starter to bed with him to keep it warm on chilly frontier nights. The men
with the jars of starter were called sourdoughs and eventually the words sourdough and
prospector became interchangeable. From California the prospectors followed the gold to the
Klondike.

In December 1909 the expedition set out. A seven-man party, later reduced to four, left
Fairbanks accompanied by four horses, a mule and a dog team. The final line up consisted
of Tom Lloyd, Billy Taylor, Pete Anderson, and Charles McGonagall, all miners from the
Kantishna district. The Sourdoughs spent most of February establishing a series of camps in
the lowlands and foothills on the north side of McKinley. During the following month they set
up their base camp, which they called the Willows Camp, near the mouth of Cache Creek at
an elevation of about 2,900 feet (884m).

22



Their objective was the North Peak because the miners hoped that a fourteen-foot spruce
pole with a six by twelve foot American flag that they intended to carry up the mountain would
be seen from Kantishna and prove that they had made the ascent.

On the 1st March they began probing for a route upwards. Lloyd wrote 'Anderson and
McGonagall examined the glacier today. We called it the Wall Street Glacier being enclosed
by exceedingly high walls on each side." This glacier is now known as the Muldrow Glacier.
Three days later they set up their second camp. They estimated the height to be about nine
or ten thousand feet but this is probably an exaggeration. The Sourdoughs went back down
the mountain and for several days cut firewood which, along with a wood-burning stove, they
hauled up the glacier. Lloyd's description of the glacier says 'For the first four or five miles
there are no crevasses in sight, as they are full of blown snow, but the next eight miles are
terrible for crevasses. You can look down in them for distances stretching from 100 feet to
Hades or China. Look down one of them and you will never forget it. Most of them appear
bottomless.' As it was his first time on a high mountain we can permit Lloyd a little hyperbole
in his description. The climbers did not use ropes because as Taylor said later 'We did not
need them.' This was typical of the Sourdoughs' style. With the exception of the fourteen-foot
flagpole, they choose to travel light.

An article in the New York Times gave details of the Sourdoughs' equipment. Homemade
crampons which they called 'creepers', snowshoes and long poles fitted with a steel hook at
one end and a spike on the other. Their clothing consisted of overalls, long underwear, parkas
and mittens. For footwear they had mukluks. The Inuit developed these boots - knee high,
dry-tanned with caribou skin uppers and moose hide soles. They carried wooden stakes to
mark their trail and poles for crossing crevasses. If confronted by a crevasse too wide to jump
they bridged it with the poles, heaped them with snow, which froze creating a bridge over the
void. For food the Sourdoughs had beans, flour, bacon, sugar, dried fruit, coffee, butter and
caribou meat.

On March 17th, the Sourdoughs set up their third and last camp at the head of the Muldrow
Glacier which they estimated to be 'not less than 15,000 feet.' Later climbers established the
site to be at 11,000 feet. Taking a leaf from the Inuit's book they spent several days digging
a snow tunnel for protection from the elements, ferrying supplies from the lower camps and
cutting steps in the ice along the Karstens Ridge. Thanks to the snow tunnel they
successfully sat out a spell of stormy weather.

The Sourdoughs made their summit attempt on 1st April but were forced back by bad
weather. Two days later they tried again carrying the fourteen-foot spruce pole and food
supplies consisting of doughnuts, caribou meat and three thermos flasks of hot drink. The
summit party consisting of Taylor, Anderson and McGonagall set out at 3.00 a.m. - a true
Alpine start. For some reason or other Lloyd had returned to Willows Camp: he may have
been suffering from altitude sickness. Without the protection of a rope the three climbers
surmounted the Karstens Ridge, traversed the Harper Glacier and scaled a steep couloir
since known as the Sourdough Gully. Not far from the summit McGonagall stopped
explaining later, 'No, | didn't go clear to the top. Why should I? I'd finished my turn carrying
the pole before we got there. Taylor and Pete finished the job. | sat down and rested, then
went back to camp.' As with Lloyd he may have been suffering from altitude sickness.
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The other two, Taylor and Anderson, climbed on still lugging the flagpole. At 3.25 p.m. on April
3rd, 1910 they were standing on the North Peak. They had made the summit push from
11,000 feet (3352m). Encumbered with the flagpole they climbed more than 8,000 feet (about
2500m) and then returned to their camp site in eighteen hours. An extraordinary feat of
mountaineering.

Before descending they set up the spruce pole with the American flag. Taylor said, 'We . . .
built a pyramid of [rocks] about fifteen inches high and we dug down into the ice so the pole
had a support of thirty inches and was held by four guy lines - just cotton ropes. We fastened
the guy lines to little spurs of rock.'

Back in Kantishna the Sourdoughs were welcomed as heroes but soon doubts set in. The
world could not accept that four laymen who had never been on a mountain of the size and
difficulty of Mount McKinley could have succeeded where experienced climbers had failed.
With no concrete proof that they had reached the summit the Sourdoughs and their flagpole
was dismissed as just another frontier tall yarn no more credible than the exploits of Baron
Munchausen.

When Brown and Parker attempted the climb in 1912 they reported, 'On our journey up the
glacier from below we had begun to study the North Peak. . . . Every rock and snow slope of
that approach had come into the field of our powerful binoculars. We not only saw no sign of
the flagpole, but it is our concerted opinion that the northern peak is more inaccessible than
its higher southern sister.' That seemed to put paid to the Sourdoughs' claim to have climbed
the mountain but there was more to come.

After years of failed attempts by others to climb Denali an expedition led by Hudson Stuck
reached the South Peak in 1913 and on their way to the top the climbers spotted the
Sourdoughs' flagpole. The Sourdoughs were vindicated and given credit for what Stuck
called 'a most extraordinary feat, the writer has no hesitation in claiming, unique in all the
annals of mountaineering.'

Stuck's party was the only expedition to verify the existence of the flagpole. From memory,
| recall reading somewhere that the tattered remains of the Sourdoughs' American flag was
subsequently found by a climbing party but | cannot cite a source for this assertion. An
expedition, which climbed the North Peak in 1932, found no trace of the pole but considering
the climatic conditions on the mountain this is not surprising: only a miracle could have
preserved it for a further nineteen years.

Nearly a hundred years have passed since the Sourdoughs climbed the North Peak of Denali

and it is still a unique and extraordinary feat - a team of greenhorns with makeshift equipment
succeeding where experts failed.
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The Bugaboos
by Gerry Galligan

Rowan Kavanagh
in the Alps
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