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m~de from Tete . Rousse on a bitter day, when the wind at 
the Vallot hut deterred us from ascending the Bosses arete. 
But let me end the story rather with Col Maudit. 

The temptation to exaggerate the difficulties of any new 
route are so great that there is a natural tendency to err in 
the other direction and to underrate them unduly. The 
events of Col Maudit, however, and their variety, give an 
unusual feeling towards the climb, tempting one to depart from 
the usual practice and perhaps to exaggerate. But the 
incidents and circumstances of our earlier repulses, the dis
appointment of our first failure to descend, the constant 
anxiety lest a second occur, the gallant way in which the pass 
fought us to the very end, the difficulties of the iced rocks, the 
gloom of the afternoon increasing possibly the effect of the 
depths and steepnesses into which we descended all . these 
may tempt one to attribute to the climb itself a grandeur and 
difficulty not really belonging to it. But when all allowances 
have been made for sentiment, it may yet be claimed that Col 
Maudit is a great pass, one worthy to be ranked with the finest 
in the Alps. It possesses, as has been said before, the rare 
merit that both its slopes are difficult perhaps equally so. 
If you can choose, take our route. A fine ascent will lead 
to a wonderful snow valley, along which you will walk to 
the other brink. There you will come suddenly to the top of 
the splendid ice wall, and there or thereabouts you will look 
down into that great and superb pit, the source of the 
Geant Glacier. As you go down into it, the grandeur and 
magnificence will grow upon you until they invest the climb 
i.tself. You will have gained a new experience of the majesty 
of mountains an experience differing from, yet complementary 
to, that impression won when, standing on the summit of the 
Aiguille Blanche de Peteret, you gaze at the higher steps above. 

CLIMBING IN ScoTLAND. 

BY H. MAoROBERT. 

(Read before the Alpine Club, March 7, 1933.) 

SHOULD like first of all to say how much we in Scotland, and 
in particular the Scottish Mountaineering Club, appreciate 

the compliment implied by a request from the Alpine Club for 
a paper on Climbing in Scotland. I must -confess that I 
accepted Mr. Spencer's ' demand 'for a paper with considerable 
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diffidence, because, after all, in the great majority of cases 
.we are only playing at mountaineering in Scotland, and only 

• 

occasionally are we up against the real thing, with no easy 
back-door way of escape. · 

However, now that I have undertaken this task I wish to 
push home any temporary advantage which Scotland may 
have obtained, and to take as my text the proposition that 
Scotland affords as good a training ground for Alpine climbing 
as, say, Switzerland affords for Himalayan mountaineering. · 
· I should like to make it quite clear that in my opinion there 
is a great gulf fixed between the standard of climbing available 
in Wales and the Lake District and . that to be found in 
Scotland perhaps as great a gulf as exists between Scotland 
and Svvitzerland. 

Mountaineering art is about 50 per cent. route finding or 
route selection, and in this I include what is termed ' orienta
tion.' Then comes snow and ice craft and, lastly, rock
climbing. Among the Scottish mountains \viii be found endless 
opportunities of practising route selection on rock and snow 
fa-ces, and route finding in bad weather on trackless moors 
and plateaux, destitute of paths and cairns the curse of the 
Lake District. I am afraid it is not possible to illustrate 
photographically the facilities which Scotland can offer for 
training in the use of compass, map and aneroid. But it must 
be apparent to all that the 276 mountains in Scotland over 
3000 ft., many of them remote and unfrequented, must give 
ample scope for map reading and route finding. The great 
plateaux of the Cairngorm group, with vast stretches above 
the 4000 ft. contour, have unfortunately in recent years given·· 
·proof of the dangers awaiting unskilled and improperly clothed 
parties. Scottish weather is proverbial, and· on these gre.at, 
exposed ridges winter or spring storms can be of almost un
believable severity. A leader who can take his party safely 
from summit cairn to summit cairn through a Scottish blizzard 
need have little fear of Alpine weather except on the more 
difficult peaks. On one occasion in the eastern corrie of Ben 
Lui, the leader was blown right out of his steps by a sudden 
gust sweeping over the cornice, and on the same mountain on 
the same day the leader of another party trying to force his 
way over the cornice had his axe snapped off with the pressure 
of the gale. It is on such days that the correct greeting 
a.mong members of the Scottish Mountaineering Club is ' It.'s_ 
a _:fine day, but coorse ' ! . . __ ~ .. 
~.: I referred above to t.he ,276 separate mountains, commo~y 
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known as ' Munios,' after Sir Hugh Munro, who ·tabulated and 
classified all the tops over 3000 . ft. Counting all tops over 
that height there are 543. In my young days I used to think 
that to be a really famous climber it was necessary to be bald 
like Harold Raeburn or Mr. Solly and others I could name. 
When I, without much difficulty I must confess, achieved 
that state I found that times had changed, and now one must 
have a beard. Four members of the Scottish Mountaineering 
Club have climbed all these tops, and each one is ' bearded 
like the pard.' One enterprising young member of the Club 
is now out to make the first clean-shaven ascent. 

The subject of British rock-climbing has been before this 
Club on several occasions, notably when papers were read on 
Skye by Professor Collie and on British Mountaineering by 
Mr. Solly. I think it is now admitted that the home-trained rock
climber has demonstrated among the High Alps that the English 
Lake District school is second to none in their own particular 
line. The one great deficiency, of course, in the home-trained 
rock-climber is his lack of skill and slow movements when 
descending easy rocks or traversing easy ridges. There is a 
famous ski-ing club at Wengen called the Down Hill Only 
Club~ I sometimes think the name Up Hill Only might well 
be applied to the Scottish Mountaineering Club and other 
home clubs. R ock climbing is, however, a very small part 
of mountaineering, and to-night I should like to show you 
that Scotland has something more than rock work to r eward 
the diligent seeker that it has, in fact, all the other component~ 
parts, in miniature no doubt, but sufficient to provide the 
necessary training ground. 

A great deal has been written about the splendid climbing 
to be found in all sorts of remote districts in Scotland. This 
is really not quite true. The only climbing to be had outside 
of three or four districts is of the nature of fell walking or 
perhaps ridge scrambling. The beautiful Teallach group near 
Dundonnell, and the majestjc bills round Loch Maree, Ben 
Eighe and Liathach are composed of quartzites and sandstones, 
as are also the Sutherland hills, Suilven and An Stac (Stac 
Polly) . These rocks form most picturesque ridges and towers, 
which at Easter-time are quite Alpine in appearance, but the 
rock climbing is unsatisfactory and the snow conditions poor 
as compared with the Central Highlands. It is interesting to 
note that the precipitous W. face of Suilven was first climbed 
by Horace Walker and Charles Pilkington in May 1892. Our 
party climbed the face in 1908 from the lodge at Culag, but 
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the only notable feature of the climb was that we took the 
head stalker up with us on the rope. At first he used the 
rope as a hand rail, but on its real use being explained, he 
devoted all his superfluous energy to jerking the unfortunate 
third man from foot and hand hold and hustling him up the 
pitch! 

The best centres are Skye, Ben Nevis and Glencoe for 
rock climbing, and Ben Nevis and the Central Highlands 
generally for snow work. The best ski-ing is to be had on 
the Cairngorms, from Aviemore and Glenmore Lodge, and 
round Dalwhinnie on the Perth-Inverness railway. There 
is one other centre well worthy of a visit in summer-time, 
and as it is the farthest south I may as well start off with 
it the beautiful island of Arran in the Firth of Clyde. 
Here we have a group of granite peaks rising to 2866 ft. in 
Goatfell. The ridges are narrow and picturesque, and one of 
the tops, A'Chir, involves actual climbing by its easiest route. 
The ridges are easier than they look, and the climbs are more 
difficult. The best scrambling is to be found on Cir Mhor (the 
Great Comb) at the head of Glen Sannox, and here will be 
found enormous granite slabs, narrow chimneys, underground 
passages and curious clefts in the rock. The ascent of the 
B.C. rib is probably one of the most difficult and dangerous 
climbs in Scotland. 

The nearest climbing to Edinburgh or Glasgow is to be 
found at Arrochar, on Loch Long (a sea loch). Here we have 
the curious rock peak, the Cob bier (2868 ft.), formed of micaceous 
schists, and most unpleasant to climb on, especially when wet. 
A striking example of the difference between the ordinary 
rock-craft training and Scottish training was shown here one 
frosty December day. After some difficult climbing on 
iced rocks on the centre peak the party moved over to the 
N. peak, which is just a walk. The descent, however, on 
frozen turf, ice and snow proved too much for the rock experts, 
and they had the mortification of seeing the Scottish con
tingent (half of whom were English !) trotting and glissading 
easily down while they themselves had eventually to be rescued 
with a rope ! 

Moving N. we find ourselves Vtritbin two hours' motor run 
of Glasgow, in a district (Crianlarich) providing snow and ice 
climbs. Cruach Ardran, 3480 ft., is a steep little mountain 
on all sides, and may quite often be inaccessible without an 
ice axe. Many parties have had here their first experience of 
downhill step-cutting, and some have learnt to their cost' that 
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steep icy snow is not to be trifled with. Near by is Ben Lui, 
3708 ft., with fine snow corries on its E. and N. sides. 
Some 1500 ft. of step-cutting is at times necessary here in the 
central gully, and on a descent by the easy route, the Stob 
Garbh ridge, I once encountered 200 ft. of pure ice, which was 
rendered practicable only by the excellent anchorages provided 
by several rocks protruding from the ice. 

Moving further N. to a district now opened up, unfor
tunately, by the new Glencoe road, we come to the Black 
Mount and the Glencoe Hills. The Black Mount consists of 
some very fine hills, but there is not much climbing.to be had 
on them with the exception of Stob Ghabhar, which has a 
well-known ice climb the Upper Couloir. The northern spur of 
the range, Sron Creise, overlooks the lonely inn at Kingshouse, 
and here also is the famous peak, Buachaille Etive Mor (3350 ft.), 
the Great Shepherd of Etive. A well-known English Lake 
District climber has said that there is more good rock scrambling 
to be found on this peak than in the whole of the Lake District ! 
The rock is a fine porphyry, and ideal for rock climbing. The 
principal climbs are the Crowberry ridge, 900 ft., several 
routes .on the N. and Central buttresses, and the Chasm, an 
enormous gully climb only finally completed last year. The 
Crowberry ridge has one very steep section of 300 ft. about 
half-way up, and in the middle of this is the famous Abraham's 
ledge, where there is now a choice of three routes. Abraham's 
traverse goes slightly to the left, Greig's ledge to the right, and 
Speirs's variation between the two. This last route was made 
in 1928. 

Kingshouse Inn is, unfortunately, rather an uncertain 
quantity. Sometimes it is reasonably comfortable, but at 
other times it is almost uninhabitable. In a damp little back 
bedroom a tourist is supposed to have murdered his wife by 
allowing the window, destitute of weights, to drop on her 
neck ! At the same time it must be remembered that the 
visitors' book contains the famous entry: ' Perfectly marvellous 
place; put up with my wife here for three weeks.' 

Further down Glencoe is Bidean nam Bian (3766 ft.), with 
three beautiful snow ridges running up to form its shapely 
summit. It also possesses the famous Church Door buttress 
climb, which so far has defied all winter ascents. On the 
N. side of Glencoe is the Aonach Eagach ridge, the most 
difficult ridge in Britain apart from the Coolin in Skye. It 
runs for about two miles, but the best part is the half-mile 
from Meall Dearg in the E. to Sgor nam Fiannaidh in the 
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.W .,. and when plastered: with snow and ice gives a · really 

.sensational although not difficult climb. 
Ben Nevis (4406 ft.) is' not only · the highest of our home 

mountains, but it is also the grandest and most Alpine. It is 
calculated that another 500 ft. on to its height would produce 
a glacier. As it is, the snows in its gullies have all the attributes 
of glaciated snow with regular stratification and bands of 
dirt" · 

The usual view from the N. W. shows the Ben as a most 
uninteresting lump of a mountain. From the E., however, 
with its great lion-shaped head towering majestically over 
its 4000-ft. neighbours, it fully justifies its claim to pre
eminence. From the ridges of Aonach Beag (4060 ft.) and 
Aonach Mor (3999 ft.) the Ben perhaps appears to greatest 
advantage, rising up with sweeping lines from the narrow 
arete connecting it with Carn Mor Dearg (4012 ft.). The 
lowest part of this arete is about 3500 ft. Between Carn 
Mor Dearg and the Ben lies the Allt a Mhuilinn glen fringed 
with the Nevis precipices for some two miles. The longest 
climb is 2000 ft., the Tower ridge. At the foot of this ridge 
is situated the ' Charles IngliH Clark Memorial ' hut donated 
by our late member, Dr. Inglis Cl~rk, to the Scottish Moun
taineering Club. The hut is built of the local stone and blends 
in delightfully with its surroundings. It is as comfortable 
as the best S.A.C. hut ; has eight bunks with wire springs and 
kapok mattresses ; six blankets per bunk. The stove is 
anthracite and most efficient when once set alight. A very 
comfortable week c~n be spent here, and ponies can be hired 
to convey baggage. The principal clin1bs from the hut are the 
Tower ridge, 2000 ft., the N.E. buttress, 1800 ft., and the 
Observatory ridge, 1500 ft. Under summer conditions, 
June to September, all these climbs are easy, but at Easter 
under normal conditions they would rank as very fine Alpine 
climbs. In fact , the Tovler ridge under winter conditions 
is · without doubt the finest climb in this country. It starts 
off with · 500 ft. of steep rock, the Douglas Boulder, usually 
free of snow and ice. Then follows an easier portion of snow 
ridges and steep rock pitches until, two-thirds of the way up, 
we reach the Little Tower. This should be climbed to the 
left, and is usually badly iced. Then steep snow, sometimes 
not· very safe, leads to the Towero This can be climbed at 
the right corner by the R ecess route, and usually involves 
considerable ice work, or it may be turned by a dangerous
looking but easy traverse on very steep snow on the left, 
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This leads to the Tower Gap. Above this the route may look 
hopeless, but it is really easy o?- account of .the rock formation 
under the ice. A little gully JUSt to the right enables one to 
avoid the overhanging ice pitch at the top. The climb will 
take about five hours. You will appreciate the standard of 
difficulty vvhen I explain that several first-rate parties have 
failed on this ridge on account of the difficult ice work and 
not, as might be expected, owing to stress of weather. The 
only Alpine feature lacking is a glacier, and no experience can 
be obtained of the methods of tackling an icefall or a berg
schrund. This is admittedly a serious want, but after all 
there are many good Alpine climbs which involve no glacier 
work to speak of. On Ben Nevis, however, there is often a 
very serious difficulty to be found in crossing from the snow 
on to the rocks owing to the crevasse Randklujt formed by 
the heat of the rocks melting the adjacent snow. 

Due no doubt to the long climb up from Fort William, some 
three hours or more, only the principal rock ridges and gullies 
have been climbed, so that the field for exploration is almost 
unlimited. There are whole stretches of cliffs with subsidiary 
ridges, gullies and chimneys awaiting the enterprising rock
climber. The Inglis Clark hut has made this exploration quite 
feasible, and several new routes have been worked out in the 
last two years. The season, of course, for difficult rock climbing 
is very limited, June to September at most. 

As you can well imagine, the great gullies on this eastern 
face of the Ben give excellent snow climbs, and in them and 
on the easier rocks the novice will find a safe training ground 
for real ice work. A certain amount of care must be exercised 
in regard to the avalanche danger. The gullies are not always 
safe. A strong A.C. party at Easter 1914 was avalanched 
in No. 4 Gully, the easiest of all, but no damage was done. 
In another case a party crossing to Slingsby chimney on the 
N.E. buttress from the foot of the Tower ridge just 
escaped complete disaster from an avalanche which fell off the 
cliffs of the Observatory ridge. 
. In fact, quite a lot can be learned in Scotland about avalanches 
and the various conditions which give rise to them, although 
they are seldom so large as to bury the victim so deeply that 
he cannot be rescued by his party. I have started a wind slab 
avalanche which completely overwhelmed and bur~ed my 
companjon, although the area affected seemed to be no greater 
than, say, · a tennis court. A gigantic avalanche was started 
by two climbers on the N.W. face of Ben More at Crian-
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larich on a· day of electrical storms. It carried one climber 
down 850 ·ft., swept .him over a cliff 70ft. high, and spread out 
fanwise on the floor of the corrie, covering an area of 200 by 
5'0 yards with a maximum depth of 12 ft. The only damage 
was ·a severe flesh wound in the thigh, and he was soon dug out 
by his companion. This was, of course, a most lucky es·cape.· 
Owing to the. prevalence of high winds durjng fine weather in 
Scotland, it is often possible to watch wind slab being formed 
on powder snow, and I have actually avalanched a small 
slope after about 1 t hours of wind by cutting across below it. 
The slab was barely half an inch thick. 

The beauties and splendour of Skye have been so adequately 
described and set before you pictorjally by Professor Collie and 
oth-ers that it only remains for me to exclaim ' that the half 
has not been told you.' One must go to Skye. Unfortunately 
in recent years the lower slopes of the Coolin have been 
desecrated by innumerable cairns. They are to be found 
everywhere marking the principal routes into and up the 
corries and sometimes at intervals of less than 20 yards. It 
would. be regrettable if the rock gymnast were to miss his climb 
and perhaps even lose himself, but surely this blazing of the 
trail has been overdone and is quite out of place in the Coolin . 

.. Sgurr nan Gillean is by far the most beautiful peak in Britain. 
This is doubtless a very rash statement to make, but it matters 
not from what point one views it N., E., S. or W.
the mountain appears as a perfect rock pyramid formed by 
t:hree narrow rock ridges. To the artist it is beautiful by 
:r·eason of the perfect symmetry and simplicity of its outlines 
and the ever-changing colour of its rocks. I once spent a 
morning in Glen Sligachan with an artist who sat quietly 
absorbed, continuously reproducing the colours as they dawned 
and faded. 

Just to the W. of Sgurr nan Gillean is Am Basteir and the 
Bhasteir Tooth. The Tooth is as bizarre and terrifying a 
pieee of rock scenery as the most jaded climber could well 
wish to see. The gully between the two is King's Cmmney, 
and the great gash in the Tooth itself is Shadbolt's Chimney. 
It has a wonderful through route at the top, but last year it 
was climbed by an outside route round what must be a 
tremendous overhang. On the other side of the Tooth is 
Naismith's route, a very satisfying face climb, on good rock 
with exposed situations and, moreover, on the direct ridge 
route. 

The Inaccessible Pinnacle of Sgurr De~rg is, of course, the 
• 
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most difficult of all our mountains. It is the second highest 
in Skye (3254 ft.), and is perhaps the best viewpoint of all. 
The grouping of the Black CooUn is particularly pleasing from 
this airy summit, and on one occasion we saw from here at 
sunset the remote island of St. Kilda, silhouetted clearly in a 
sea of gold a distance of fully 100 miles. 

Across Coire Lagan from her~ is Sgurr Alasdair, the h~ghest 
Coolin (3309 ft.), and next to jt is Sgumain with the great 
precipice of Sron na Ciche. On this face is the Ci_och, first 
discovered and climbed by Professor Collie in 1906, and 
surrounding it are the great sweeping slabs of brown gabbro 
which provide the finest rock-climbing in the Coolin. 

A view of the Coolin from the most southerly peak, Gars
bheinn, gjves one some idea of the tremendous task involved 
in a complete traverse of all the rocky peaks to Sgurr nan 
Gillean in the N. In addition to the face climb on the Bhasteir 
Tooth and the Inaccessible Pinnacle already referred to, the 
climber has to cross the Thearlaich-·Dubh Gap and ascend the 
difficult S. face of Sgurr Mhic Coinnich (Mackenzie's Peak, 
called after the famous guide, the late John Mackenzie). 
All these are difficult climbs judged from a main ridge standard, 
and there are many others of little less difficulty. . The ridge 
has been traversed in one day on five separate occasions : by 
A. C. McLaren and L. G. Shadbolt in 1911 ; by T. H. Somervell 
in 1914; by B. H. Goodfellow and F. Yates in 1924; by 
J. ·H. B. Bell and F. S. Smythe in the same year; and by Peter 
Bicknell in 1932. This last traverse was done in the amazing 
time of 8 hours, including one hour of halts. · 

In conclusion, I should lik~ to reassure you in regard to the 
weather. Scotland has, of course, some very bad weather, 
but again it has some of the very best. July, August and 
September are probably the three worst months, and March, 
Apr~l and June the best. For Ben Nevis and the Central 
Highlands choose March and April, but go to Skye in June. 
I think I can say that on the whole I have had better climbing 
weather in Skye than I have had in the Alps. But then I admit 
that I have been extremely unlucky in the Alps, and perhaps 
more than fortunate in Skye. Anyhow my recollections of 
Skye in June are of bright sunshine, sparkling seas, and warm 
rough gabbro rocks, while March and April days in Glencoe 
and around Ben Nevis bring up clear visions of blue skies

1 

curving cornices and rich brown moors, 
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