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Leo Houlding is a world-class mountaineer, adventurer, television presenter and popular public speaker. He lives in the Lake District with his wife and two children.




Praise for Leo Houlding:

‘Leo is the real deal and one of the world’s finest adventure climbers.’ Bear Grylls

‘One of the greatest climbers Britain has ever produced.’ Steve Backshall

‘Leo is an amazing climber and adventurer who’s been pushing the limits for as long as I can remember. He’s done some of the wildest climbs on earth.’ Alex Honnold (Free Solo)

‘He’s a brilliant climber and makes everything seem so incredibly easy. Leo is the equivalent of an Olympic athlete only in a sport where losing can mean death.’ Sir Chris Bonnington




About the Book

One of Great Britain’s finest climbers and adventurers, Leo Houlding started out climbing at ten years of age in the Lake District literally learning the ropes tackling the many historic peaks and crags in the area. Honing his skills as he grew, at eighteen Leo became one of the very first to free climb the mighty El Capitan in the Yosemite Valley, California widely regarded as the most impressive rock face on the planet cementing his reputation as a world class climber. He has since gone on to not only summit the world’s tallest walls and toughest peaks, but has become a twenty-first Century explorer, crossing continents to take extreme sports to the most remote corners of Earth – from the frozen mountains of Antarctica to the sweltering jungles of South America

How did a working class lad from the north of England scale such heights and avoid the pitfalls and fatal accidents that have struck down so many of his colleagues and friends? Honest, raw and exhilarating, Closer to the Edge is Leo’s ‘warts-and-all’ insight into the extreme life of one of Britain’s best climbers who is active today and still planning epic adventures. In a page-turning narrative, Leo describes his childhood inspirations to climb, his mentors who guided him, and the exhilaration of those teenage years when he broke into the public consciousness - such as his infamous race against Jeremy Clarkson on Top Gear. He will reveal to the reader what drives him, how he assesses risk and judges how close to the edge he can go and return safely, and how he balances this with teaching his own children the lessons he has learnt in some of the world’s most dangerous and extreme places. Closer to the Edge is the story of a remarkable climber and free spirit who has been at the top of his game for over thirty years, with still more mountains to explore.




To Jessica, Freya and Jackson.

To many more family adventures.




Foreword

Teetering on ancient sandstone above Arabian dust, a wiry figure in bright blue tiptoes along on invisible footholds. Fingertips clasp the scoops that were carved from the soft rock by ancient peoples many thousands of years ago. The craftsmen could never have imagined their scoops would one day function as handholds for a modern Spider-Man. Leo is leading up a blank vertical slab that has never been climbed before. Without cracks for protection, it’s a serious proposition. We’re a fair way from help if he takes a whipper, and it’s a long drop down to the hard desert below. I can barely watch. There are very few people in the world who’d attempt a climb like this. Leo is doing it in Acid House dayglo yellow socks and trainers. He pulls through the crux, and we sprint up an ancient carved staircase to the highest and most sacred point of a forgotten civilisation, the rock emblazoned with indecipherable inscriptions. Standing in the sun, we take an epic selfie, and feel like gods. It was one of the sweetest moments of my life. It will not however be in this book. This magnificent climb would not rank in Leo’s top one hundred. This book is made up of far better stories.

There have been certain athletes in the modern era who have redefined the way we perceive our world and our place in it: Reinhold Messner at high altitude, Tanya Streeter in freediving, Rush Sturges in a kayak . . . These pioneers have changed their sport by finding harmony with the environment. It’s not about difficulty, it’s about aesthetics. For the first time, we mortals have seen a human at ease in a place we once thought of as extreme, existing there as a wild animal might. Leo to me is the ultimate example of this. Leo is at home on big walls. He looks more at ease there than he does in our ‘real’ world. Yes, he can push grades, and pump and grunt his way up near-impossible cracks, but it is the effortless ease with which he flows across hard rock that makes him special. Watching Leo climb is like watching Nureyev dance.

In his early climbing days, Leo had a reputation. The old guard talked of him as a bold boy who was a bit big for his boots, with raw talent and apparent fearlessness being the only thing between him and disaster. Kind of like Jim Morrison with a chalk bag. In all the stories, a bottle of cheap Scotch, a punch-up and a foreign prison cell were never far away. In his teens, he forged his craft in the Lakes, North Wales and on the giant faces of Yosemite, with accomplishments that have stood the test of time. Leo first entered the public imagination when (with that pure gem of a human being Tim Emmett) he speed climbed the Verdon Gorge, racing against Jeremy Clarkson in a sporty Audi – the best sequence in Top Gear history. People still talk about it now, not least because in it Leo introduced the world to a new sport – para-alpinism – by BASE jumping off the top. The sequence portrayed him as cocky and brash, an ‘adrenaline junkie who . . . calls everyone “dude”’.

When I first got the chance to climb with him, I was sideswiped. Granted, he was supremely confident, but he had very good reason to be. He had also put more thought into the philosophy of adventure and risk than anyone I’d met. Leo had rationalised every single element of his craft, of risk versus reward, and of where his talents and passions lay. Clearly he wasn’t someone with a death wish; he was a natural, operating at a totally different level to everyone else. That was before Asgard, Autana, Ulvetanna and the Spectre, before he became one of the greatest expedition climbers of all time.

Leo was at the vanguard of the pro climbers, one of the first people to properly make a living as a dirtbag climber without having to resort to being a grumpy guide or doing other jobs in his downtime. He led the way for people like Alex Honnold and Nims Purja, mastering both the mountains and the media. A supreme storyteller and communicator, he has brought tens of thousands of young people to the sport, revamping the once unfashionable image of the hills, making it all unspeakably cool.

Climbing now is a young person’s sport, with grades soaring to difficulty that would once have seemed pure fantasy. Leo, though, has kept himself at the cutting edge, continuing to innovate, to challenge the perception of what is possible. Many of his expeditions and expedition films broke new ground, and have led the way for all who follow. In recent years, Leo attracted controversy by taking his very young family up precipitous Alpine rock faces that to us normal folk seemed beyond foolhardy. The truth is that Leo knows ways of making those climbs safer than a playground climbing frame, and is operating so far within himself that there is always an escape route. With that skill set, it is surely folly not to give the kids those experiences.

The last and most important thing to say is that he is also damn good company. People at the cutting edge of endeavour can occasionally be . . . a bit dull. (It’s not surprising, if you spend a year working one single pitch of rock, it may be hard to talk about anything else.) Nobody would ever call Leo dull. In fact, he is the perfect campfire companion, with a thousand different stories to make you gasp, giggle, then gasp again. How he decided which ones to include and which to leave out of this book . . . well, I’m glad I’m not the editor! We’re all so glad though that he’s finally done it. I’ve been on at Leo for years to write this book, to share these tall tales with the world. And now it’s done, I urge you all – whether fellow climber or armchair adventurer – to spark up a campfire, pour yourself a glass of cheap Scotch and prepare for a roller-coaster ride with the ultimate rock star.

Steve Backshall




Preface

Some people are born lucky. Not because of wealth or status but because they find something that they are both passionate about and good at early in life. They know what they were put here on Earth to do. Life has clear purpose.

I am one of those lucky people. My passion: climbing. In particular reaching the most remote, wildest, steepest and inaccessible summits on Earth. To enjoy wild times with wild people doing wild things.

From humble beginnings in the Lake District my passion became my profession and has taken me to places I never imagined could exist, on adventures beyond my wildest dreams: skydiving into an expedition in the high Arctic; mind-blowing shamanic ceremonies deep in the Amazon; Mount Everest in 1920s tweeds; snow-kiting thousands of miles across Antarctica to climb a mile-high cliff.

It’s been a dangerous path with many close calls and good friends lost along the way. But that risk is what has made the journey so exciting and has taught me much about facing fear, dreaming big and making the most of our precious time on Earth.

My friend Sir Chris Bonington has been encouraging me to write this book for twenty years and it is something I have always felt compelled to do, but as a lazy perfectionist who prefers to create stories than write them, actually putting pen to paper has been a major challenge. How do you begin to illustrate with words Mother Nature’s finest creations – the Yosemite Valley, the Torres of Patagonia, nunataks of Antarctica or tepuis of the Amazon rainforest? Where do I start to try to explain the nuances of climbing style and ethics, the technicalities of BASE jumping or snow-kiting? Which of the many wild stories and characters do I include or, more difficult, choose to omit? I know the stories are good; I only hope I have been able to do them justice here. I’m pleased to finally share some of these wonderful places and wild experiences in the hope they will inspire readers to embrace adventure, push their own limits and live with less fear.

I have never considered myself to be an athlete. Athletes are disciplined people who train religiously in pursuit of optimum performance and tend to take things rather seriously. I have never trained properly or really pushed to climb at my physical limit. It was a conscious decision I made early on as I get bored quickly and was not willing to make the sacrifices necessary to perform at the very highest level.

I am an adventurer, an explorer, an undisciplined person blessed with more than my fair share of natural talent, burdened with insatiable ambition and driven to make the most of life. And above all to enjoy it, to eke as much fun as is possible from this one-take scene.

This book is about twenty-first-century exploration. About taking modern action sports to the ends of the Earth in search of ever greater adventure. Most of my explorations have taken place in the vertical realm, and the most striking have been to what we climbers call ‘big walls’ – the tallest cliffs on Earth that are measured in kilometres, can take weeks to climb and are often located in extremely remote, inhospitable environments like the polar regions, tropical rainforests or high altitude. It is full of stories of the kind of adventures I dreamed of as a boy, wanting to be Prince Theseus and fight the Minotaur, or Indiana Jones on some daring escapade in an exotic land. I must’ve hit every branch when I fell out of the lucky tree as compiling this book I repeatedly have to remind myself this is all fact and not fiction.

This is an autobiography, my life story in my own words. As such I’ve tried to identify the key memories, people and events that set me off on this life of extreme adventure and those that stand out most prominently when I reflect back over my first forty years on this planet.

As I reflect I can see a constant theme emerging, a philosophy that has both led to and been formed by all the climbs, characters and journeys into the unknown. Simply put, it is about daring to attempt your wildest dreams, aiming as high as you can without being afraid of failure or fatality, about having the self-belief and drive to make great things happen against the odds. It is about dealing with fear and coping with risk in all its guises, be that mortal danger where a small mistake will kill you or your friends, forsaking financial security to have a shot at the life of which you dream, or taking on massive projects that cost hundreds of thousands of pounds that even your closest confidants say are impossible and doomed to fail.

As well as to entertain with tall tales of high adventure, I hope this book inspires you to pursue your own dreams and adventures, to get out into nature and wild places, to leave home comforts and comfort zones behind and to push hard even when times are tough. But most of all, to not be afraid, to live life without unnecessary fear. It is also a coming-of-age story about finding balance – between risk and responsibility; extreme adventure and universally desired stability; dangerous dreams and a wife, family and comfortable home; a life less ordinary and the norm.

Something I’ve realised is that climbing for me is almost an excuse to spend extended periods of time in nature’s wild places sharing intense, purposeful and powerful experiences with partners, small teams of friends and more recently with my young family. The people with whom I’ve shared the adventures have been equally if not more significant than the places or performances. Some of our most meaningful and memorable family times have been on outdoor adventures.

Stand-out memories from many expeditions are as often from the relaxed downtime as from the intense summit highs. Sipping morning coffee watching a sublime sunrise, or witnessing the Northern Lights while perched together on a desk-sized ledge thousands of feet above the ground, share equal space with the desperate lead climbs, adrenaline-charged BASE jumps or victorious summits.

As my great friend and climbing partner Jason Pickles, with whom I’ve shared many wild times and close calls, once said, ‘Climbing is like going to church’ – in reference to the reverence with which we approach mountains and nature and the deep spiritual reward we gain from spending time immersed in them. Jason also said in a photobook put together for my fortieth birthday by another friend, Alastair Lee, a gifted photographer and film-maker, ‘When I look back at all the wild things we’ve done and places we’ve been there is one stand-out thought – FUN – what a laugh we’ve had!’

There is no pot of gold on the top of a mountain, nobody there to cheer your successful summit – it is a purely emotional journey. The only reward is the memory of the experience and the feelings that remain, often of friendship and fulfilment. Mountains and outdoor adventures amplify emotions at both ends of the spectrum. Cold feels so much more gripping, fear so overwhelming; excitement so much more raw, joy so empowering. When things go wrong they go really wrong. But the successes are life-defining, the sense of satisfaction so much deeper than in everyday life.

There is a simplicity to life in the outdoors that appeals to fundamental instincts: shelter, warmth, companionship, camaraderie. For me, a big part of the adventure experience is about overcoming fear, leaving those home comforts and comfort zones behind, putting yourself into positions of commitment and exposure that force connection with deep, powerful emotions and give a different, higher perspective. These are things that cannot be bought, they must be earned through endeavour.




Prologue

Top Gear

One day in 2005, when I was twenty-four years old, my phone rang.

‘Hi, my name’s Alex,’ the caller said. ‘I’m a researcher for BBC’s Top Gear. We’d like to race a car against a climber. We want it to be a genuine one-on-one race and we’ll need to be able to drive from the bottom to the top of the cliff. Do you think that might be possible?’

This was an interesting opportunity, but I had to admit it might be quite difficult. I explained that rock climbing is not a very fast activity. Even speed climbing is slower than walking and there aren’t many cliffs with roads at the bottom and the top.

Then a thought struck me.

‘But BASE jumping is really fast,’ I told the researcher. ‘How about a race up and back down, that could balance it out?’

‘LOVE IT!’ Alex shouted. ‘Where could we do that?’

‘Leave it with me,’ I said.

I phoned my friend Tim Emmett straight away. We had learned to skydive and got into BASE jumping together the year before and were both captivated by this new, dangerous and extremely exciting game.

Tim had recently jumped in the Verdon Gorge in the south-east of France.

‘Mate, it’s awesome! There’s a car park at the bottom and the road skirts right along the edge at the top. Landings are a bit spicy. Only problem is the drive’s not that far and the cliff’s over a thousand feet. I don’t think we’d stand much of a chance.’

‘What if we get the car to drive a circuit the long way around the canyon? It’s about fifty miles on windy roads. Should give us a chance?’

We showed photos of the Verdon Gorge and some clips of me speed climbing and BASE jumping to the Top Gear producers and got the green light.

Jeremy Clarkson and the director, Nigel, arrived two days before the rest of the crew. We took them to see the climb, the exit and a few other locations. It was September. The summer crowds had dispersed, the scent of herbs filled the air and the sun hung low in the sky, bathing the serene scene in delicious, golden light. A cloud inversion flooded the gorge below and vultures spiralled above.

‘I’ve got a good feeling about this. It’s going to be spectacular. Let’s pull out all the stops. Get the best crew and give ourselves plenty of time,’ Clarkson said back in our plush hotel. ‘I will not be beaten by a man with a fourteen-inch waist and a hairband.’

In 2005 Top Gear was the BBC’s most profitable show and one of the most widely watched TV shows on Earth, with devoted followings in the US, China and Japan and official global viewing figures of over 500 million.

‘What are you going to be driving?’ I asked Clarkson, half hoping it was going to be a beaten-up old shed to give us a better chance.

‘Ah, yes, it gets better. We’ve just had confirmation that Audi will delivering a test model of their new RS4 fresh off the production line. Should be here tomorrow. Quite a beast, 420 brake horse, limited to 165 mph. They’re very proud of it. They’re only bringing one though, so we’d better not prang it until we’ve wrapped,’ he said.

The next day Jeremy and Nigel drove the 53-mile circuit whilst Tim and I went to practise our route, aptly named Les Marches du Temps (‘The March of Time’), a 300-metre mid-grade (7a/A0) route, and one of the few Verdon routes that ascends from the very bottom of the gorge to the rim. We’d already done it once and spent all day rehearsing the cruxes, running laps on some bits, chalking the holds and adding a few long quickdraws here and there to speed up our timed ascent.

It had already been decided that we would not film the race live. However, Jeremy stressed they wanted to keep it as real as possible.

‘We’ll race against the clock. You time your ascent and I’ll time my lap. Then we’ll spend the next week piecing together a mind-blowing sequence,’ he explained.

The next day Tim and I did the route in one hour and fifty-eight minutes, just within our target time of two hours. Clarkson claimed to have driven his circuit, taking the long way round on the way up, in two hours and seven minutes, though there was no independent time-keeping of either.

People are often disappointed to learn that the final nine-minute segment of world-class TV was not ‘real’. But just consider: how many camera teams would’ve been required to film a 50-mile course and 300-metre climb simultaneously? How would you cut from a tight shot of my fingers grabbing a hold to a wide shot of the cliff with no camera operator in shot? Top Gear is an entertainment show with no remit to be ‘true’ or ‘real’. All television is a magic show, the art of using smoke and mirrors to create an impression of something, and these guys were master magicians.

It was an exceptionally well-resourced shoot. At one point there were twenty-two people on location and some of us were there for over a week. We had a helicopter on standby for three days and two Audi engineers whose job seemed to be to constantly polish the bright-red car. Most of the highly esteemed crew usually worked in the much more lucrative movie and commercial industries, only dipping into TV for the kudos associated with Top Gear.

My friends Keith Partridge and Brian Hall were the wall-filming team and we were left to our own devices for most of the week to film the climb. One day an unexpected and ferocious electrical storm rolled through whilst we were in the middle of the route. Every year people die from lightning strikes in the Verdon. In freezing wind and torrential rain Keith and Brian slowly climbed the fixed ropes with all the camera gear. Wearing shorts and T-shirts, Tim and I were becoming hypothermic so I led the soaked route, pulling on bolts. Suddenly things had started to feel very real!

We saved the BASE jump until the very end. The landings in the Verdon are notoriously bad – tight, steep scree fields surrounded by trees, ankle-snapping boulders and a raging river that has claimed the life of more than one jumper. In case anything should go wrong, we wanted to make sure everything else had been filmed.

It was the first time I’d ever been filmed BASE jumping by a professional crew. There were cameras everywhere and loads of people running around getting ready. The helicopter got into position about fifty feet from the exit where I stood, geared up and poised to jump. I found it extremely stressful. Shaun Ellison, my friend and BASE-jump coordinator, came on the radio.

‘You must be fucking joking! You can’t fly a parachute next to a helicopter! How do you think the fucking thing flies! Down draft! You need to get way back and film zoomed in, you muppets.’

I was glad to have him on the crew.

‘No pressure to do this, nobody wants you to get hurt,’ said Nigel. ‘But if you are going to jump, now’s the time.’

‘Three, two, one – see ya!’ I dived off the cliff. Rapidly accelerating towards the ground, accompanied in the edit by a dramatic orchestral piece appropriately titled ‘Speed me towards death’, I hurtled down the wall before deploying my canopy, and more by luck than judgement landed effortlessly on the single-track trail right in front of the cameraman.

‘One thousand two hundred feet in twenty seconds – beat that, Clarkson!’ I said to camera, wide-eyed and giggling with adrenaline.

Before we left, I had to ask Udo, the German Audi engineer, if Tim, Shaun and I could go for spin in the RS4.

‘In the last days, what I have seen you achieve is very impressive. I believe you are highly skilled, precise and calculated athletes. Here are the keys. It is very fast. Enjoy!’ he said, to my utter surprise.

‘Was that a good idea?’ said Clarkson as we floored it down the hotel drive.

The show was broadcast in November. It was indeed an astonishing piece of TV that you could tell had been made by some of the best in the business. Clarkson loved the car, concluding the segment by saying he felt the RS4 was better than a BMW M3 – Audi’s arch-rival and long the benchmark for supercars disguised as family saloons.

We had made a bet before the race up: double or quits on the way down. In the as-live studio link Clarkson paid up, catching me with his biting wit in his closing comment:

‘Don’t spend it all on crystal meth!’

Audi UK sold every single one of the right-hand-drive RS4s they imported on pre-orders in the next two weeks.

Just before Christmas I received an invitation to meet with the sponsorship manager for Audi UK at their swanky Mayfair showroom. I invited Tim to join me.

‘I think we owe you boys a thank you,’ said the friendly chap in the fine suit. ‘It was mainly thanks to Clarkson’s review, but what you boys did was jaw-dropping and certainly helped. I’m afraid we can’t give you an RS4 but you can have anything in the range up to £40K. You have to give them back at 9,000 miles. How does a two-year contract sound?’

Up until that conversation, I had been driving a fifteen-year-old Ford Escort that you needed a screwdriver to start and had cost me £350 three years earlier. Life as a climbing dirtbag seemed to be working out.




PART ONE

First Times




1.

Valley of Eden


‘The loveliest spot that man hath ever found . . .’

William Wordsworth on the Lake District



The next limb of the sycamore was just beyond reach. I was standing on a bough an adults’ reach above the grass, some way from the main trunk, using tiny branches for balance. I’d contemplated this move many times and had fallen from higher before, so I composed myself and leapt. A resounding crack followed my gasp as the limb I’d jumped for snapped. I braced for my well-rehearsed crash landing. But I did not fall to the ground feet first as anticipated; instead, swinging head down in an arc, I came to rest suspended upside down, a shooting pain emanating from just above my right foot where a small spike had skewered my ankle. I screamed. My mum’s face paled as she ran from the kitchen to witness what could have been a medieval torture scene. She unhooked me. The spike had left a small but vicious gash in my flesh. Without delay Mum took me to the home of the local doctor, conveniently located just across the road. Thankfully he was home, medical bag on hand and promptly administered my first five stitches. I was six.

I am from humble beginnings in rural northern England, in the aptly named Eden Valley, on the edge of the Lake District National Park, a green and pleasant land where I enjoyed a childhood full of love and outdoor adventure. I grew up in a dilapidated, rented farmhouse called Violet Bank in the small village of Bolton near Appleby, famous for its horse fair.

My dad, Mark, is a carpenter and my mum, Lindsey, worked in social care. I have one sister, Carla, six years my elder. My parents came from the industrially declining Lancashire mill towns of Accrington and Blackburn. My mum was nineteen when Carla was born. In the late 1970s a friend of my dad’s overdosed on heroin after my mum had kicked him out of their two-up two-down terrace in the depressed town of Oswaldtwistle when Carla was a baby, prompting Mum and Dad to leave Lancashire and family connections behind to start a new life in a rural farming community.

It was a bold move for a young couple not yet trained or skilled for the labour market, to cast off from the community and support network they knew to try to give their children a better place to start life. A move for which I am eternally grateful as the place they chose, that Valley of Eden, started me on a path to adventure that has led me on a journey to places beyond my wildest dreams.

I thought Violet Bank a great old house, my mum less so. It was a four-bedroom, detached Victorian affair with high ceilings and no heating, so was only partially habitable in the two rooms with fires. Plaster was peeling from the bedroom walls and dry rot ravaged the rest of the house. In winter I regularly woke with ice on the inside of the windows and a cloud of frozen breath. There was a big garden that backed onto an un-busy farmyard with huge barns full of hay for den building, roofs and rafters for exploring exposure and a stand of mature sycamore trees that provided my first canvas for climbing – and falling.

Surrounding the property were miles and miles of open countryside, little changed since the 1950s, pastoral stock-grazing fields enclosed by barbed-wire fences over which I loved to climb and hedgerows teeming with bird life that were hard to tunnel through. The ancient deciduous woodlands and dense conifer plantations were home to deer, foxes, badgers and countless rabbits, noisy rookeries, curlews, woodpeckers and all sorts of diverse ornithology.

Just a field away there was a small stream, Luzbeck, to dam, ford and bridge; a bit further was the mighty River Eden, where a kingfisher lived, in which to swim, raft and fish for salmon, trout and perch, though I mainly seemed to catch unpleasant, slimy eels. The river is spanned by a beautiful, twin-arched sandstone bridge, that would later become my climbing training ground where I developed half a dozen boulder problems and short routes on the large sculpted stones.

I have always been an adventurous, curious and independent spirit, constantly out exploring these places that seemed to have been created for that purpose alone. Once, my mother tells me, I walked two miles out of the village to the house of a friend from playgroup alone, after my mum mistakenly granted permission thinking I was going to the friend’s house next door. I was two. By the time I was four I had established an escape route from my bedroom on the upper floor of the house where I would sometimes be confined for my frequent minor misdemeanours: out of the sash window onto the rickety front porch and down the ladder-like lattice of its wooden structure to the ground.

I managed to keep my escape route secret for years until a neighbour saw me perched on the windowsill like a sparrow and called my parents.

Once, when I was four, my dad jumped out wrapped in a blanket sporting a Halloween mask to scare me. I knocked him out cold with the heavy wooden Saracen sword he’d made for my birthday. I was Prince Theseus, he was the Minotaur.

We spent most of our time in Violet Bank in the farmhouse kitchen, where a cast-iron stove burned coal almost constantly. On the wall there were large-scale, colourful political maps, one of the UK, one of Europe and one of the world. I spent countless hours staring at and studying those wonderful depictions of Earth, memorising the capital cities of countries, identifying the great deserts, rainforests and mountain ranges, and dreaming of exploring all of them. I have no doubt that those maps influenced my wanderlust and passion for travel.

A friend of my parents was a dustbin man and would occasionally donate interesting items somebody had thrown out. He once gave us a set of what must’ve been a telegraph-pole worker’s rope rigging kit – some kernmantle ropes of varying lengths with fixed eyelets on the end, a baby-bouncer-type sit-harness and several very large clips, which I would later learn were oversized industrial carabiners. This was without doubt my all-time favourite toy and provided years of entertainment building rope swings and zip-wires, rigging rudimentary abseils and Tyrolean traverses high in the stand of sycamores behind the house. Soon I discovered an ability to climb higher than all my friends in those trees and was noticeably less scared than all of them whenever doing something dangerous, be it playing on the roofs of the hay barns, jumping from height into the river, taunting frisky bullocks in the fields or playing ‘knock and dash’ on the grumpy old man down the street who would occasionally be provoked into threatening us with his shotgun, though he never fired a cartridge. Once I made a parachute out of bailer twine and polytunnel sheeting and leapt from the roof of the cow byre. It didn’t work but the muddy landing zone broke my fall and I walked away unscathed.

Money was always tight and a cause of stress for my parents. The family car was always battered and at the end of its life; we never sold one to anyone other than the scrapyard. But what we lacked in finance was more than compensated for by love and affection. It was a happy childhood and though we lived simply we wanted for nothing. Our only extravagance was foreign holidays. At least once, often twice per year, in the days before budget airlines, we would buy last-minute tickets to fly abroad, usually to somewhere hot and quite exotic, like Morocco or Turkey. We would always camp, sometimes in campsites, sometimes wild. Occasionally we would rent a basic apartment or hire a car for a few days.

My very first memory is of the souk in Agadir, Morocco. The dazzling array of colours and different peoples, the smells of Arabian spices and incense, all the interesting stalls of metalcraft and carpets and the hectic, in-your-face bustle. I was an incredibly cute, platinum-blond, blue-eyed, three-year-old boy, much like my own son, Jackson, is now. I was fascinated by snakes, having already posed with a python around my neck in the market square. A smiley man on one of the stalls showed me a wooden dominoes box that was full of baby snakes. I was enthralled, wandering off into his Aladdin’s cave to play with them. Unbeknown to me, to my parents this constituted a lost, probably kidnapped toddler. They went spare searching the notorious labyrinth of the great souk, eventually contacting the police and starting a full-scale child hunt, until I casually walked out of the back room of the stall into the alley, where I found my panic-stricken mum and asked her if we could buy one of the hawker’s snakes to take home.

Those memories from so early in my life are hazy, confused with photographs of the souk and snake charmers, camels and desert. But I clearly remember the hawker’s domino box full of those tiny snakes and the feeling of intense hustle, bustle, colour and fragrance. When I returned to that great souk, sometime in my mid-twenties, I had an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. It didn’t seem to have changed much, other than the increase in easyJet tourists. The aromas especially took me back to infancy.

My dad has always been very skinny and bald as a golf ball for as long as I can remember. He sported a bushy moustache left over from the seventies until I was well into my teens. He never developed the typical British taste for alcohol and has been teetotal his whole life and not at all fond of pubs, leading him to be considerably less social than most. But he was an enthusiastic smoker, tearing the filters off Silk Cut Purples before moving on to Golden Virginia roll-ups until thankfully he quit in his mid-sixties.

After leaving Lancashire he had trained as a carpenter and throughout my childhood had a fantastic woodworking shop, a spacious, ramshackle old potting shed in a disused plant nursery in Appleby. I loved that workshop. The distinctive smell of woodshavings and sawdust is one of my favourites to this day.

There was an ancient wood-burning stove in one corner, two long, sturdy wooden benches mounted with burly vices, always festooned with swirly woodshavings from his trusty plane, and a big, scary circular saw that is still his primary tool of trade. There were all kinds of interesting curiosities Dad had collected through life – stained-glass windows and rusting antique signs from old garages and shops from a bygone era; stuffed birds, a barn owl and a kingfisher, and animals, a badger and a fox; old glass bottles and ceramic jars and all manner of other worthless treasures.

He was a British-motorbike enthusiast and in one corner there were the leftover parts of his beloved Norton Commando, which he’d been forced to sell in need of the cash when I was little. Its black fuel tank with the ornate swirl of the Norton insignia painted in gold took pride of place mounted on a wall.

He had discovered outdoor sports later in life following their move to the Eden Valley. With my mum’s elder brother, Graham, he had adopted mountain biking very early after its first appearance in the UK. Together they would build and modify bikes, making what I believe may have been the first ascent and descent by cycle of Ben Nevis in 1987.

Dad and Graham fabricated, before they were commercially available, a ‘tag-along’ system for me that mounted behind Dad’s bike with its own pedals and crank so I could assist whilst riding. On this ingenious contraption, when I was six we undertook a strenuous cycle tour, along with my mum and sister, around the Amalfi peninsula in Southern Italy from Sorrento to Naples. Winding along the hilly seaside roads amongst stunning scenery, we wild camped on the rugged coast, once being moved on by the intimidating carabinieri police in their polished finery for pitching our tent in a town park.

Moved to a legitimate campsite on a breathtaking clifftop location overlooking the Bay of Naples, I requested permission to explore the fishermen’s steps that led down to the coast. Half an hour later I returned, beaming, insistent that they all come and see the spectacular cave I had discovered. Once again my parents were aghast as I guided them down the decrepit, rusted remains of the metal steps that had all but disintegrated towards the bottom from the continued battering by corrosive salt water. Reaching the cave required precariously traversing above a raging sea, a level of scrambling skill that was beyond my mum. I was not allowed to explore unaccompanied again on that trip. We spent a couple of safer days in Pompeii, Carla and I playing gladiators in the amphitheatre and utterly spellbound by the ghostlike plaster casts of the Romans who perished during the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD79.

When I was small we regularly went fell-walking as a family in the Pennines and eastern Lakes, occasionally venturing onto more serious scrambles such as Sharp Edge on Blencathra, Striding Edge on Helvellyn and my favourite, Pinnacle Ridge on St Sunday Crag above Ullswater. This highest-rated scramble, a Grade 3, was much steeper and harder than the others with one short section in particular that skirts the line where scrambling becomes climbing, for which many parties use a rope. That insurmountable, vertical step, the height of a bungalow, an open-book corner with a wide crack in the side, I remember as my first moves of rock climbing. My dad and I loved that route though Mum and Carla much less so. Carla would often complain, ‘You smell of outdoors,’ when Dad and I returned from the hills.

Though Carla and I have always been close and loving siblings, the six-year age gap meant we didn’t really share childhood. Initially I was the cute, then annoying little brother to her and she was as much a parental character as playmate to me. She left Appleby Grammar School the year I started and had a job, a car and was out on the town whilst I was still playing with my He-Man figures and climbing trees. We are incredibly different. She likes to book her annual holiday a year in advance, has had a pension plan since leaving school, isn’t fond of camping or heights and has never been into risking her life for fun. My wildest dreams are the stuff of her worst nightmares. I find it remarkable that two individuals who share the same genes and upbringing can develop such contrasting characters.

Though I was as active in organised sports as most nine-year-old boys, unlike most of my peers I never developed any fascination with football or other team sports or athletic disciplines. I suppose my fierce independence and anti-authoritarian character from a very early age pushed me away from the strict rules of these conventional activities.

The first really formative outdoor experience I remember was a two-week trip to Turkey aged seven with my dad and my eccentric uncle Graham, who, amongst many other things, did a bit of mountaineering. It was my first taste of serious adventure in a remote wilderness. We went to climb a 10,000-foot snow-capped peak called Akdağ (‘white mountain’ in Turkish) in the Taurus Mountains of southern Turkey, near Antalya.

We spent a week self-supported in that pristine region of Mediterranean forests of Turkish pine and Lebanese cedar, emerald alpine lakes and craggy limestone summits adorned with permanent snow cover. Back then in 1987 it was inhabited exclusively by welcoming, subsistence farmers whose lives herding goats, tilling dry earth lots with an oxen plough and tending to olive groves seemed more akin to biblical times than my life at home in England.

Early in the trek we forged a fast-flowing river. The cold, clear water came up to my waist. I was scared but exhilarated, braced against my dad and uncle for support. Once we were safely across the torrent a wizened old man, his face shrivelled up like a prune with a broad almost toothless grin, insisted we spend the night in his simple farmstead. He didn’t speak a word of English but his welcoming intentions were clear and my hyper-intelligent uncle had already picked up enough Turkish for basic communication.

We drank deliciously sweet apple tea and shared a meal of goat and rice. The next day he sent us on our way with a load of enormous Turkish flatbreads, two feet across, some spring onions from his garden and seasoned dates from his orchard. I have a vivid memory of the walking stick he made for me, cut and sculpted with a curious horizontal-headed axe. We ate the potent spring onions wrapped in flatbreads spread with Nutella for days afterwards.

We arrived at our last campsite before the summit, just below the snow line. I was exhausted from walking uphill all day carrying what seemed like a monstrous load, though it was probably just my sleeping bag and some clothes. It was a magnificent spot, a flat grassy area with an expansive view down the mountainside to the valley and farmstead from where we’d started days earlier. A steep snow slope terminated right at our camp and after a short rest, whilst Dad and Graham set up camp, I set off post-holing up the snow that was softened by the day’s heat from the sun. I found a new lease of energy, my first experience of the glorious feeling of almost floating that comes after unburdening a heavy rucksack, and before I knew it I was at the top of the snow slope, miles above camp where I could see my dad and Graham who looked like ants waving and hollering for me to come back. I turned around and began running in giant sliding steps down the snow, a technique I would much later learn is known as glissading. In no time I had bounded and bum-slid back down to camp. It was the most fun I’d ever had, my first taste of the magical sensation of gliding over snow that would develop into a passion for skiing in years to come.

We reached the summit the next day after a section of much more difficult terrain, scrambling over steep rocky ground using a rope. It was so much more engaging and enjoyable than the uphill slog of the previous days and it dawned on me that the more technical the terrain, the more fun it was. On the top I remember being a little disappointed to see that a much taller, more fearsome summit lay beyond, the highest peak in the massif and, as I saw it, clearly what we should be aiming for. I pestered Dad and Graham to push on but the continued ascent was a different level of severity, true alpine terrain and beyond the scope of their experience or skills, especially when accompanied by a child.

On the way down we crossed an enormous talus field and gained a tiny single-file goat track that traversed horizontally across the steep scree above a precipitous drop into a gorge. The trail led closer to the edge, where I watched a dislodged rock tumble from the path and gain speed down the slope before it plummeted into the void. Suddenly I realised that a misplaced step could send me the same way and became gripped by fear. Tension flooded through my body. A rising panic clouded my composure and, feeling exposed and vulnerable, I began to move awkwardly, unable to take my mind off the potential consequences of a mistake.

‘Dad, I’m scared, can we put the rope on?’

My uncle, a widely travelled adventurer and the only university-educated member of my family, had studied archaeology and been on excavations in Egypt. He had worked as a policeman in Hong Kong and had cycled halfway around the world, amongst many other glorious escapades. He was somebody whom I looked up to greatly.

An unemotional man, he asked matter-of-factly, ‘What’s the matter?’

‘If I trip, I might die!’ I complained.

Bluntly he replied, ‘Best not trip then. You’ve been walking sure-footedly for days, what makes you think you’re going to trip now? We’re walking, not climbing, you don’t need a rope. Tread carefully and don’t worry about the cliff. Now come on.’

And off he went, the rope in his bag. Looking back along the path, I realised we’d been traversing above the gorge for miles, skipping along merrily, and it hadn’t been until I’d started to focus on the hazard and potential terrible outcome that I’d become scared.

I took his words to heart and continued down cautiously but with more confidence until beyond the terrifying drop we eventually reached the safety of the treeline. It was my first taste of the powerful, highly memorable sensation of great exposure and the debilitating, irrational fear it can bring. Of course it is not irrational to fear falling to your death, but the likelihood of that occurring while simply walking along a decent path is very low, so it is irrational to worry about it.

I was beginning to learn what I would later master: surrendering to fear greatly increases the likelihood of an incident. You become distracted from the task at hand for fear of the potential outcome should it go wrong, ironically raising the chance of that undesired result. Like acquiring the taste for beer, great exposure, danger and the fear it brings that at first seemed so repulsive, is something intoxicating that I would later come to savour and even crave.

Not everybody bonds with danger in this way. Most take active steps to avoid it at all costs. More often it is a male trait and most boys grow out of it as testosterone levels decrease with adulthood. But some thrive on it. We feel stronger, energised and more alive in the presence of danger. It is a warrior instinct that rarely in the modern world do we need to express in a fight to the death. Instead we seek less violent battles, leading us to surf big waves, jump off cliffs or to climb steep mountains.

The only other thing I remember clearly from our Turkey expedition is that I lost my treasured Swiss Army knife that Uncle Graham had given to me for my seventh birthday. I pinpointed the last time I’d had it, sitting on a rock by the river crossing, and was consoled by my dad’s suggestion that it would be found by the kind farmer and he would probably treasure it more than me.

Following our big adventure we spent a week on the magnificent Mediterranean coast near Antalya. I found the Islamic culture enthralling. We explored Roman ruins and Turkish baths, my first hot springs and ate the strange gloopy ice cream so popular there. I remember feeling a sense of accomplishment and achievement from our time in the wilderness and on Akdağ that left a warming glow. My uncle wanted a Turkish carpet and we spent a whole afternoon in the pantomime that is carpet shopping in a traditional carpet shop. Endless rounds of apple tea, dates and banter whilst hundreds of skilfully woven, colourful rugs were unfurled and their respective qualities hard pitched before the drawn-out theatrical haggling to agree a price. I loved it.

Mass tourism was just encroaching this beautiful coastline. We camped on the shore of a splendid, wild lagoon of clear turquoise water called Ölüdeniz. At my uncle’s encouragement we swam across it. It seemed very far although was probably only 500 metres. Halfway across I was exhausted and again had to learn to calm my fear and subdue my panic before holding on to my dad’s back for the rest of the crossing.

Looking back, I have no doubt this trip, the influence of my fearless uncle, the bond I formed with my dad, those first flirtations with dangerous situations during our time together alone in the mountains, had a profound effect on me, seeding my deep desire for adventure, exploration and wild places, for travelling the world and experiencing alien cultures. But I was yet to discover my true passion, taking these things to altogether steeper, more extreme terrain, and greatly upping the stakes – rock climbing.




2.

Learning the Ropes


‘Son, it’s a truly lucky man who knows what he wants to do in this world. ’Cause that man will never work a day in his life. But there are a few, a precious few, and, hell, I don’t know if they’re lucky or not. But there are a few people who find something they have to do. Something obsesses ’em. Something that if they can’t do it, it’s gonna drive them clean out of their mind.’

Carrol Shelby – racing-car designer



Malcolm  ‘Pike’ Cundy was a joiner, a builder, a husband and a father, but first and foremost he was a climber. The first I ever met. He was a vague friend of my dad’s. Ten years older than him with unkempt grey hair, he too sported a moustache left over from the seventies. He had terrible eyesight, and squinting behind thick glasses gave him a mole-like appearance and a bumbling manner that concealed his wealth of climbing experience and time in the mountains. He was also one of the kindest, most selfless people I’ve ever met and I can safely say, were it not for coming to know Pike so early in life, I would not be writing this book now.

Pike was from Sheffield and had discovered his passion for climbing on the Gritstone Edges of the Peak District as a young man. A contemporary of Joe Brown and Don Whillans, he had never excelled at climbing but was nonetheless committed, viewing it as much as an identity as a sport. Most of his friends were climbers and most of his fondest memories were of climbing. He enjoyed all aspects of the mountains – rock, ice, winter and mountaineering. He had spent many season in the Alps, living in the notorious Snell’s Field free campsite in Chamonix, and had travelled to climb all over North America, Norway, across Europe and in the Himalayas. Everything in Pike’s life seemed to revolve around his passion: climbing.

My dad had a party for his thirty-fifth birthday and I knew Pike the climber and his charming wife, Di, were due to attend. I’m not sure why I was so obsessed with the idea of rock climbing. It must’ve been spurred by our scrambling and Turkey trip and I’d recently watched the televised, first ever International Federation of Sport Climbing (IFSC) Climbing World Cup, held in Leeds in 1989 – Brits Simon Nadin and Jerry Moffatt, both of whom I would later befriend, came in first and third respectively, and it was gripping. I was a precocious child, never shy to talk to adults, and at the party I made a beeline for Pike. I pestered him endlessly that night, all but forcing him to promise to take Dad and me climbing with ropes as soon as possible. In fairness, he didn’t seem to mind and was very receptive to my energetic enthusiasm.

But I almost blew my opportunity on what was to be a pivotal day in my life. My keen adventurous streak and penchant for danger frequently manifested itself in what could simply be called bad behaviour. I discovered, when I was five, with an equally delinquent friend, a hidden room in the network of old farm barns by Violet Bank. There were all kinds of decrepit and fascinating things in those barns. Defunct farm machinery decades out of date, rotten trailers, piles of bald tractor tyres and rooms full of rusting tools and farm supplies inches thick with cobwebs and grime.

Unusually, the door to the hidden room was locked so we accessed it by breaking a window with a wrench liberated from the tool store and climbed through. Once inside we discovered a trove of enormous glass vats and vessels – dairy apparatus for milking cows. Although we genuinely thought they were as old and disused as everything else in the labyrinth of relics, that is in no way an excuse for what ensued. Having enjoyed the sensation of smashing the window, for the same reason a child draws on house walls or pours paint on the carpet, I took the wrench and struck one the vats that stood almost as tall as me. It exploded into a thousand shards like a glass firework. In a devastating frenzy lasting no more than a few minutes, we both destroyed thousands of pounds’ worth of delicate glasswear until nothing remained intact and we were surrounded by piles of vicious shards. Of course our mindless vandalism did not go unnoticed as it transpired the equipment was still in use and belonged to the farmer who lived in a different village but passed through the yard most days. Having caught me dozens of times building dens in his hay barn or climbing around his roofs, I’m sure it didn’t take him long to figure out the culprit. Though it made the local paper, somehow perhaps because we were so very young we seemed to get away relatively lightly, although I learned my lesson and have never since partaken in any form of vandalism or wanton destruction. Well, not on anything like the same scale at least.

The incident that almost got me grounded and to nearly miss my first day on rock wasn’t quite as bad. I had been playing James Bond, my second favourite game after Indiana Jones, which involved being a secret agent on a mission to foil some evil plot. Having borrowed my mum’s best gardening secateurs, I was climbing around the rafters of one of the old cow byres attached to our house that we used as a log store. I needed to cut the power to the villain’s lair in order to undertake my daring plan to save the world, so I stood on top of a tall log pile and dutifully snipped through an electrical cable in the ceiling. It was a live wire, and a small explosion took a good chuck out of the secateurs’ blade; I was electrocuted and tumbled down onto the hard concrete floor. Quite shocked but relatively unscathed, I was mainly concerned about the secateurs; I shouldn’t have been using them for anything and there was no hiding the damaged blade and the singed, blackened metal, suggesting something more serious than catching some gardening wire. Plus the power to the log store was gone so when Dad went out that night to collect the evening fuel supply the light didn’t turn on.

Thoroughly busted, I came clean. Mum was furious and threatened to forbid the day’s climbing I’d been so looking forward to as punishment. I thought I was in trouble for ruining her secateurs and the lights in the log store, but I’m sure she was really far more concerned about my safety. I was a handful as a child and were it not for her love, support, guidance and self-sacrifice I could easily have stumbled down the wrong path.

Thankfully she calmed down and on my very best behaviour I went with Dad and Pike and my schoolfriend Alan Drummond to try rock climbing at a small but idyllic crag called Hoff Rock on the outskirts of Appleby.

Hoff Rock is about 30 feet high and set in a lush green meadow. It has a nice flat base and trees at the top that can be easily used as anchors for top-roping. A conglomerate outcrop, a kind of natural concrete with various sized pebbles and pockets set within, there are about a dozen good routes, several of them ideal for beginners.

I was a late developer and in the summer of 1990, aged ten, when I tied into a rope to rock climb for the very first time, I was barely 4 feet tall and skinny as a rake. The smallest child in my school year and, with a late-July birthday, the youngest. Perhaps this was the reason I never took to more conventional sports, with all the other boys much bigger and far more developed being difficult to compete with on the playing field?

But I took to climbing like a rat up a drainpipe. I breezed up my first route effortlessly and straight away wanted to push myself and try something harder, a common trait amongst climbers. I did another slightly harder one with a bit more effort before being stopped in my tracks by the hardest route at the crag, a climb called the Gromozal, E2 5c. There was one letterbox-sized slot in the middle of a 20-foot wall that was apparently smooth as a mirror to my novice eye and it seemed utterly impossible. Pike said he’d never seen anybody do it. Just a couple of years later, following frequent visits to the Hoff after school (and occasionally during), I had improved so much that I would frequently climb it solo, without a rope.

The psychical action of ascent came naturally to me. My prepubescent lack of upper-body strength
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