
PENTEDHAKTILOS 

Many of the great peaks of the Andes of course have huge walls ; 
but I know of only one which seems likely to rank amongst the highest 
in the world, namely the E. face of Illimani, a mountain which, to 
judge by photographs and by Conway's descriptions, is perhaps the 
finest and most fascinating of all the great Andes. In his narrative 
of his conquest of it in I 8g8, Con way gives a most graphic account of a 
moonlight view of this great face seen from its brink. In his Bolivian 
Andes (p. 133) he estimates its height as ' at least 14,ooo ft.' and in 
Mountain Memories (p. 236) as ' at least 15,ooo ft.' He gives no esti
mate of its steepness, but in both books he calls it ' appalling,' and in 
Bolivian Andes he implies that it was impossible to traverse along it ; it 
forced the party to keep strictly to the arete. Conway estimated the 
base of Illimani to be ' not more than 5 ,ooo ft. above sea level ' 
(Mountain Memories, p. 233), but atlases suggest that it is a good deal 
more, perhaps 7 ,ooo ft. This may mean a deduction of 2,ooo ft. from 

- his estimate of the height of this face, but even if it is only 12,ooo ft. 
and is a true wall, it is one of the greatest. Surely an expedition to 
investigate this great face would have, both for the party and for the 
mountaineering public, a freshness and charm which no longer char
acterise attempts to conquer the now familiar giants of Asia. 
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N the long chain of hills bordering the N. coast of Cyprus are a 
number of fine pinnacles and crags on which, despite the disadvan
tages of vegetation due to the comparatively low elevation of the 

range, a wealth of opportunities awaits the cragsman. The interest is 
the greater in that few climbers appear to have explored these hills. 
The rock is limestone, and is sound. 

One peak in particular deserves attention its striking silhouette will 
be familiar to all who have visited Nicosia, the capital of the island. 
This is Pentedhaktilos. As the name indicates, its formation suggests 
the fingers of a hand, with five distinct towers of grey limestone, 
separated by well-marked gaps. The peak stands apart, in a saddle 
of the main range ; it looks especially impressive when viewed in 
profile from the E. or the W. The highest point is 2,430 ft., and the 
general scale of the towers, whose average elevation from the screes is 
300-400 ft., compares with our own Lakeland crags. By far the most 
challenging feature is the E. ridge, which is some 700ft. long, and falls 
away at an angle little short of the vertical in the lower third of the 
distance towards its base. It is unclimbed. 

During a second visit to the island in July 1948, my wife and I were 
fortunate enough to meet Mr. M. V. Fleming, who is a member of the 
Cyprus Government, and a keen mountaineer. He is one of the few 

• 



• • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

I 

( 

• 

, 
, <L-·~ 

Plto!o, John Hzmt. ; 

PENTEDlJAKTILOS. THE l!':DEX A:'\D CLOCK TG\\"ER FR0:\1 THE 'THUMB. 

[T o face p. 19~. 



• 

PENTEDHAKTILOS 193 

people now in the island \vho have climbed on the local crags, and he 
willingly agreed to accompany us on a visit to Pentedhaktilos. We 
were anxious to minimize the disadvantages of the intense heat, which 
makes rock climbing in Cyprus during the summer an exhausting 
pastime, and also causes the rocks to become so warm as to be painful, 
even to the slippered feet. We therefore arranged to make an early 
start, and set forth at 5.30 A.M. on a Sunday for the village of Kythrea, 
which sprawls into the great plain of Nicosia from the southern slopes of 
the Kyrenia range, not far below the peak of Pentedhaktilos. The 

. village, or succession of villages, is notable for the large stream which 
gushes out of the ground at that point. In this parched land of little 
rainfall, such a volume of water is something of a phenomenon. It is 
locally believed to flow from the Taurus mountains in Southern Turkey, 
over 100 miles away across the Mediterranean. Anticipating a thirsty 
day's work, we had brought five large water bottles ; these we proceeded 
to fill from a grotto through which the stream emerged, ice-cold, 
beneath the last house in the village. 

An hour's walk up through scattered olive groves and across slopes 
stripped by the goats of all vegetation but the thistles, led us to a sub
sidiary crest. Standing here, we looked across a shallow cultivated 
valley to the row of rock towers which comprise Pentedhaktilos. We 
were now able to see that there were, in fact, six summits which, in the 
simile of a hand, are known as : Little Finger, Ring Finger, Central 
Finger, Index, The Clocktower (a small but spectacular needle) and 
The Thumb. Although this southern aspect is, perhaps, the least 
impressive, we were now close enough to appreciate the quality and 
scale of the crags. A vertical red wall on the Ring Finger, about 200ft. · 
high, caught our eye, a:o.d more especially were we attracted by the 
general lines and independent character of The Thumb. Our first 
impression of this, the right-hand or eastern pinnacle, was to be con
firmed and enhanced during the two days' climbing before us. We 
made an ample breakfast in a plantation of young junipers on the S. side 
of the small valley, and carefully hid our kit from the possible pryings 
of a nearby shepherd and his dog. Then, armed with a zoo-foot line in 
addition to our climbing rope, we started up the screes towards the peak. 

Our plan was to traverse the Index, Clocktower and Thumb. From 
the gap between the Central Finger and the Index, the summit of the 
latter is only about 100ft. above. We paused to admire the great sweep 
of slabs which fall from the su~mit of the higher Central Finger, and 
present a most formidable obstacle to its ascent from this direction, 
before continuing, led by Fleming; up to the level summit ridge of 
the Index. The highest point is a small tower about 2 5 ft. high, 
which we climbed by a lichened crack. We found the summit rocks 
plastered with the lime of vultures, and unpleasantly odorous. These, 
the European or Griffon vultures, were very much in evidence through
out the day, but paid little heed to our presence until disturbed close 
at hand. 

The situation of Pentedhaktilos is magnificent. From our perch on 
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the restricted summit of the Index, the whole N. coast of the island lay 
stretched below us. Beyond it we gazed over a wide expanse of sea 
to where a line of haze indicated the distant shore of Asia Minor, which 
can be seen, with the snows of Taurus behind it, in clear weather. To 
the S. lay the ochre-coloured plain of Nicosia, its monotone relieved 
at intervals by the dark blotches of vegetation surrounding the occasional 
villages. The mountain masses of Madhari, Troodos and Paphos, 
where we had spent the previous fortnight, loomed faintly in the noonday 
heat beyond the plain. Best of all was the prospect eastwards, with 
its foreground of stark crags, and the more distant cliffs of limestone 
jutting provokingly through the mantle of young forest. 

Abseiling off our pinnacle, we continued along the ridge. A traverse 
on the S. side led us to the point where the Index finger falls away 
dramatically into the deep notch separating it from the Clocktower. A 
few feet down, we found a rope sling fixed, by the help of which we 
were able to descend very steep rocks until the angle increased to an 
overhang. Another sling was placed here, and a sensational abseil 
completed the descent to the gap, in all about 150 ft. 

It was now I P.M. The sun was already uncomfortably hot, but a 
cool breeze was blowing through the gap. Here we made a welcome 
pause for lunch, gazing the while at the imposing rock face down 
which we had just come, and speculating on the prospect of ascending 
it from this direction. 

Next we ·tackled the Clocktower. This is a shapely rock needle, 
which rises from the gap in which we stood rather higher than the Napes 
Needle from the screes. The climb was finished by a delightful tra
verse across a steep wall, and we gathered with some difficulty in the 
restricted space on its narrow summit. The descent was made quickly 
into the next gap to the E. a veritable ' sabre-cut ' only two ft. wide 
at its base, with the same tendency to produce an overhang on its 
western containing wall. Leaving the rucksack here, we proceeded to 
climb the Thumb, us~ng what we believed to be a new route up slabs 
on the right of a chimney and gully, by which the ascent is usually 
made. So hot and thirsty were we on arrival at the top, that we 
quickly decided to abandon the earlier intention to continue the traverse 
by attempting the descent of the E. ridge ; we therefore went down by 
the gully and chimney to the gap. On our way back to Kythrea, 
however, glancing across at the bold sweep of this ridge, I think we all 
had the same unspoken thought. Here was a challenge which could 
not but be accepted. 

We spent the night in an Armenian monastery situated a few miles 
to the E., ·in a secluded hollow on the N. flank of the ridge. We had 
been diffident about our reception, and were thus the more agreeably 
surprised at the warmth of the welcome we received. The place is 
used as a summer retreat of t~is flourishing oriental community, and we 
were greatly surprised to find it full of Armenian families, and a com
plete absence of priests. We shall long remember the kindness 
extended to us by these friendly people. 
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Next day, Flerning had to return to Nicosia. My wife and I decided 
to walk along the range towards the W., hoping to spend the night at 
the Greek monastery of Saint Chrysostemos, which lies beneath the 
peak of Buffavento. The path led us past Pentedhaktilos, and as we 
approached it we had magnificent views of the eastern pinnacle and 
its great ridge. So enticing did it appear that we were lured away from 
our intended destination, in order first to make an attempt to solve the 
problem of traversing the peak from the east. 

At the base of the E. ridge, therefore, we examined critically the 
lower section of some zoo ft. It is excessively steep, and at half
height it appears to overhang in a twelve-foot red wall. This seemed 
a very doubtful proposition ; an inspection from above would certainly 
be a wise preliminary move, and some pitons would probably be 
required. Not having this equipment, or anything like the requisite 
amount of line for so long a descent, we gave our attention to some 
means of turning this lower step, in order to regain the ridge at a pro
nounced notch, where the angle relents considerably. Immediately 
to the left of the ridge itself is a wide area of steep broken wall, and on 
this a line suggested itself as possible, even deceptively probable. 
Craning our heads, we noted three small olive bushes growing in the 
cliff some zoo ft. above ; they would serve as a guide to direction, and 
as a ' motif ' for the climb. 

With my wife leading, we began to climb. First up to a shelf about 
70ft. above, which crowned an overhang ; it was difficult to surmount 
in the last few feet. Along this we moved exhilaratingly to the left, 
until, shortly before it faded away in the uncompromising steepness of 
the cliff, an open corner seemed to give access to a large block leaning 
against the wall, 30 ft. above us. Further than this we could not see, 
and everything depended on what might lie in store beyond this block 
to the left. It was a situation which must be familiar to everyone 
during a first ascent, when the ch.ances hang in the balance, and the 
mind is tense with the unanswered question of the next step. 

My wife climbed the corner, which was steep and very exposed, 
above the overhang. Then, standing on the block, she was able to see 
round the corner yes, it would ' go ' ! the rope communicated our 
mutual excitement and relief. I joined her on a splendid shelf in the 
face, \vhich made a fine situation. Below, the wall fell away vertically 
for I 50 ft. to the screes. To our left there was no exit ; only whence 
we had come, and up behind the shelf, which was backed by a short, 
steep wall. This proved a difficult pitch, but once above it the rocks 
lay back for a while. Without difficulty we moved up, past the three 
olives, to a resting place beneath the final tower of the Thumb. There 
was clearly no hope of continuing directly upwards, but now the notch 
in the E. ridge was not far distant from us, above and to our right. To 
reach it, however, would not be easy. We looked with some misgiving 
along the only likely line of approach, a narrow sloping shelf across a 
tremendously steep face. . Some feet along this shelf there was a critical 
moment, when the holds became scarce and awkwardly placed. But 
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the passage was successfully negotiated, thanks to an excellent lead by 
my wife, and a few minutes later we had reached the E. ridge. 

Our resting place provided an airy situation, reminiscent of loftier 
peaks. We sat a little above the .lowest point in the notch, and looked 
across the narrow crest to a bold rise in the ridge, just before its final 
terrific plunge. On either hand the walls fell away, smooth and un
climbable. Above, progress appeared to present considerable diffi
culty in the form of a smooth grey slab, with. no apparent means of 
turning it. Our last traverse was probably irreversible, and for a 
moment we wondered if our jubilation had been premature. On 
closer inspection, however, it seemed likely that the slab, though severe, 
could be climbed. Moreover, just round the corner on the N. face we 
found a shallow chimney. This enabled us to bypass the slab, and 
regain the ridge. From this point there were no further difficulties ; 
we continued along the delectable ridge until, some zoo ft. beyond, the 
angle receded, and the summit came into view. A little later, our 
spirits only slightly tempered by the heat, we descended by the gully 
and chimney on the W. side, thus completing the first E.-W. traverse 
of the eastern pinnacle. · 

This diversion from our main objective had cost us four hours in 
what would, in any event, have been a long day's walking. It had also 
taken toll on our energy. Further on our way towards Buffavento, the 
path we had been following faded into the hillside after the manner of 
goat tracks, and we began to look with less appreciation than earlier at 
the formidable arrays of limestone crags above us ; they apparently 
barred all approaches to the ridge, which we must cross before reaching 
our haven for the night. Hope had almost faded when· we found a 
faint track leading upwards. It promised little better than many others 
we had followed that day, and we started up it with some scepticism. 
But this time we were in luck ; as darkness fell we stopped on the path 
above the monastery of Saint Chrysostemos to restore some measure of 
respectability to our tattered appearance, before entering the courtyard 
of this solemn dwelling. We duly presented ourselves to the abbot, 
whom we discovered to be the only inmate except his sister ; an 
unusual combination in such a place. They received us ·with the 
greatest hospitality; a sumptuous meal was prepared, the water was 

·' 
heated for a bath, and the abbot made the beds with his own hands. 
As we sat after supper on a verandah above the white-washed wall, we 
looked through the darkness across the invisible foothills to the cluster 
of lights which indicated Nicosia ; and I recalled the previous occasions 
in earlier years., when we had gazed on the lights of a city on the eve of 
returning from a holiday among the hills. 
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