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When I lived in Springs in the thirties, I managed to get away to mountains
often. There were the ordinary weekends when I went with the Transvaal
Mountain Club to the Magaliesberg and did some rock climbing, in places
like Tonkwani and other gorges that split the Magaliesberg. These gorges
have streams flowing down them, which makes camping a pleasure. The
vertical walls, between 90 and 120m high offer climbs of varying difficulty,
but none of them are easy. The routes have all been classified and listed.

But some of us longed for the high mountains of the Drakensberg, about
250 miles from Springs where something more was offered than rock
gymnastics. We loved the long traverses at 3000m, when we carried
everything on our backs. How we studied the keeping down of weight!
Even an extra pocket handkerchief was considered a useless extra. We had
to wait for those long weekends, when a public holiday fell on a Monday. I
was not only the instigator, the prodder, but the man on whom fell most of
the preparation, for the simple reason that I had ajob which allowed me to
get out and about. On Friday mornings, I used to do the shopping and fill
the firm's car, a big Ford, with petrol. Over the years, I must have
invented an amazing number of important clients who had to be seen on
those Friday mornings. We were always 5 in number because that was the
capacity of the car. The food and rucksacks filled the boot. At 4- o'clock in
the afternoon, I left for Johannesburg to pick up the others. They were very
much clock-bound in their office jobs, but they managed to disappear into
the men's room before knocking off time, so that when I picked them up at
5 o'clock, they were already dressed for the mountains. I wish I had kept a
diary because I now have to rely on my memory, but some of the trips are
so etched in my mind that I remember them vividly. I can still see Tim
Judd wearing his woolly cap, with his wife Joan. They both wore tackies
and had their boots strapped on top of their packs. Sometimes Esme
Tainton came. She was a first-class climber and camper, able to make
herself comfortable on a bed of nails. She had the first mountain shop in
Johannesburg and imported sleeping bags, anoraks, and tents. Mostly
from Blacks, I think.

There were always people who wanted to go, so we never had a vacant
seat. I did the driving and we were in high spirits. The road down with our
jokes and songs never seemed as long as the road back, when we were all
tired. I sometimes allowed myself to feel badly done by when the others
slept, and left it to me to pilot them home. Sometimes one of them would
have a pang of conscience and would sit alongside me chatting and helping
me to pass the hours till I could tumble into my bed for a short sleep before
putting in an appearance at work. They were wonderful trips. Base camp
was not always pitched where we parked the car. Depending on our main
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40 The Amphitheatre, Drakensberg (This and next 2 photos: South African Tourist
Corporation)

objective, we preferred LO climb up to a cave in th Little Berg-what we
call d a 'room with a view'. The Drakensb rg is a high escarpment,
averaging about 3000m, and huge chunk have b en eroded away, leaving
ridge of basalt peaks such as the entinel, th Ea tern Buttre ,and the
Monk's Cowl. In front of this basalt wall lie the Little Berg (parts of which
rise a high as 2150m), the cave sandstone on which the basalt rest. Roads
end at the foot of the sandstone at about 1200m. Thus to climb one of th
peaks, or traverse on the lOp of the pIal au one ha LO get up over a vertical
el ation of 1800m.

We always I ft something like eggs and bacon in the car 10 be sure of a
good meal after the fatigue of the de cent and before facing the 5 hour of
the drive home. For the high camp, we had to keep down weight; meat for
a Slew on the first night, with dehydrated vegetables, Ryvita and cheese for
lun hes, and my own invention, reinforced porridge made a sustaining
breakfast. This con isted of egg tirred into oatmeal and certainly stuck to
your ribs. The weather was ometime kind to u ; at other tim it ould be
bad. The winter climbs were cold and hard, with plenty of snow underfoot,
if not actually falling. In th summ r, torms ould come up with terrifying
sudden ne Only recently a party of 3 were swept away b cause they
amped too near LO a tream, th ir bodie being battered beyond

recognition. It seems a terrible price LO pay for inexperience. One
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afternoon we were descending the slopes of Cathkin Peak when we saw a
storm approaching, and ran for shelter under a tiny overhang to await the
deluge. We could see the rain sweeping down as it came towards us, and we
could hear it hissing as it fell on the grass. Luckily there were only 2 of us
because our little shelter could not have accommodated any more. Even so,
our feet stuck out in the rain. It was late, and there was no chance of
moving so we spent what a novelist might have described as a terrible
night. Nearby forked lightning flashed and the thunder banged about our
ears. We were soaked in no time. The water cleared our heads as it poured
down on to our feet in a little waterfall. About 3 am the night became calm
and clear, and Tim said he felt like some breakfast. We had intended to be
back in camp that night so our little packs did not yield a lot. There was a
slab of chocolate, a piece of bacon, some egg powder and a tin of sardines.
The chocolate was saved for afters, the rest went into the billy for a stew.
Somehow we got the tiny primus going, and with a bit of bread that had
hidden itself under the rope, we had a super meal. When we got down we
found that the others had been worried, but we explained that we had been
living in the lap of luxury in a place we called Tim's Retreat.

I did not go only on long weekends to the 'berg. For years my annual
leave was spent either camping with a friend, or if I went alone at one of the
hostels. It was at Mont-aux-Sources that I met Denis Jacquemin, a lad
from Derbyshire, who taught me how to belay, and how to abseil. We
climbed a lot together until the war separated us. He went back to England
to the army, and I went to sea. One afternoon, we were up on the plateau
when the wind started to blow. It blew so hard that we had to rope up while
walking on the level. A troop of baboons, about 30 of them, walked along
with us about a 100 yards on our right. They were finding the wind
unpleasant, and their hairy bodies looked very funny with their hair all
blown the wrong way. They kept shooting baleful glances at us, and I got
the impression that they blamed us for their discomfort. When we got
down, we found that our thighs were bristly with tiny bits of dried grass that
had been blown through our trousers and stuck into the skin. Later we
learned that this wind had caused untold damage in Newcastle, where
many had been rendered homeless when the houses were destroyed.

As the years passed, I was gathering equipment and experience. I do not
know exactly when I got my wonderful boots, but I will never forget how I
read in one of Frank Smythe's books that 'Mr Carter had made very good
boots for the expedition'. I wrote a letter addressed to Mr Carter, Alpine
Bootmaker, London. The post office were wide awake in those days. A
reply came enclosing a chart for measuring my feet. The boots fitted
splendidly, were clinker nailed, lasted for years, and when they wore out,
Mr Carter made me another pair but nailed with tricounis. After the war
came the blessing of Vibrams.

I met a chap on the mines near Springs. I have forgotten his name but he
had done some climbing in the Himalaya. He must have done it with
Sherpas who were kind to him, since he was hopeless as a camper. The only
time I asked him to put the tent up, it fell down. He was a pleasant
companion and we carried 50 lb packs for 8 days round about the Mweni
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4J Gorge and the Devil's Tooth, Drakensberg

valle . On stop we made in the rain was at a Zulu kraal. The chief gave us
a hut, and a couple of young girl' dri d our wet clothes, while we lay in our
sleeping bags. Befor we set off again in the fine early morning we thanked
the chief. I could sp ak some Zulu, and he had some English. He asked
why we 'ame there. I said it was be ause we worked hard all the year, and
then came to climb in the mountains for a rest. 'Then what?' he asked.
Laughingly I tOld him, 'We go back to work for another year, so that we
can come h re again'. He thought for a long time and then said that it
seemed to be a lot of trouble to go to when he had it all the tim· by just
sitting and looking at it.

It was on this trip Ihat I saw from the tOP of a I'idge, what [ took to be an
old wagon road approaching the berg from somewhere near Isandhlawana.
I got started on a project the minute I got home. I had to synchronise my
leav with the Mackinlays, and had to get a permit from Native Affairs to

climb in the reserve. I had to get hold of Deni' who lived in Durban. Then
Helen Ma kinlay and I worked out supplies for a month. I wrote to th
M ission station at I andhlawana and asked if it could be arranged for about
a dozen young men to meet us and act as porters, and carry loads into the
then little known Mweni valley.

All went we.l!. The months passed and finally we were off to meet Denis
in E tcourt. Alec, Helen and [ slept in a car park near the railway station,
and in the early morning, Alec and Helen cooked breakfast while I went to
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meet Denis who got off the train to Johannesburg. The drive to the ·Mission
took longer than I had expected. What I had seen as a road from the high
and distant ridge the year before was no more than a miserable footpath
across the veld. I wonder now that I had the temerity to take a motor car
into such a wilderne s. Whatever would we have done if the car had broken
down? We travelled about 10 miles in low gear. Often we had to move
boulders that barred our way. On arrival at the Mission at about 11 o'clock
we found our porters waiting, a couple of dozen Zulu men and young
women. The loads of about 40 pounds each were already packed before we
left Springs. We paid the men, who pocketed the money, then ordered the
girls to do the carry. Women's lib was still to come. Denis said, 'You know
mate, these chaps have got the right idea'. The girls, with the loads on their
heads formed a long line, and sang and laughed all the way. I had foreseen
that the men would pocket the money so we had with u ome piece of
cotton print in gay colour for the girls who were delighted.

Our base camp was pitched on the banks of the Etonyelana river, quite
deep into the Mweni valley. Directly above us towered the 2 Mweni Needles
and over to the W was the massif of the tremendous Saddle. We spent a
wonderful 24 days, in good weather. We climbed peaks, and ascended the
Rockeries pass to spend 2 nights on the plateau, which are the coldest in my
experience, colder than anything on Mount Kenya or the Mer-de-Glace.

On one of our rest days I thought I would show the others how clever I
was, so we all walked down to the nearest Zulu kraal which consisted of
about 20 huts, and families with their livestock-fowls, sheep, goats and
cattle. 'You'll ee', I told them, 'We'll get a lovely fowl for about 2
hillings'. The chief and just about everyone else came out to meet us. After

a lot of smiling and building up goodwill, I asked if we could buy a
chicken, and right away a sizeable young rooster was produced. It is
important to remember that we were deep in the wilds, and the Mweni
valley had seldom been entered by white people. I was amazed when the
chief asked for 9 shillings. We tried bargaining but he was adamant, and
finally called his wife, who said in good English that she always listened to
the market report on the radio from Durban; 9 shillings was to-day' price.
We spit-roasted the fowl, and baked potatoes in the coals-a meal to
remember. We were fit from leeping on the ground in our little tent, and
from climbing hard almost every day. On the morning of our departure we
were awakened in the dark by whispering and giggling to find our happy
bunch of girls sitting nearby and waiting for u to wake up. They must have
left at midnight to be with us 0 early, which suited us. The march out wa
as happy as the walk in. The men were waiting for their hard earned pay and
there was a lot of waving and laughing and promises to 'come again'. By 3
o'clock we had covered the shocking track and were on the main road. We
had a day of our· leave in hand, so we used it by driving 10 Durban. It saved
Denis a long wait for a train and gave the 3 Reef"dwellers the chance of a
dip in the sea, before we turned round for home, and, in Denis's words
would go back to work to rest.

I climbed a lot with Denis. It was on attempts to find a route on the
Amphitheatre Wall that he taught me the ba e of rock climbing. He was a
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young man of exuberant spirits, and often came out with a remaJ-k so far
out of the blue that it made me wonder what made him think of it. Onc ,he
was out on about 60ft of rope, looking for a handhold. From my tance, I
could see only the soles and heels of his nailed boots, vertically above my
head. S-uddenly he asked 'Have you ever wondered what my job i , mate".
I said' Blacksmith?'. He replied all in one entence 'Wat hmaker keep your
eye on the rope, I'm moving up . This was in the very early day of our
acquaintanceship.

The Amphitheatre Wall wa fir t climbed by Doyle Liebenberg around
that time. On his fir t attempt, Doyle had fallen and had broken a leg and
badly injured his back. He was brought down by a team of volunteer led
by Waiter ZunckeI, the proprietor of the Mont-aux-Sources hostel. The
rescue was a tremendous feat, because of the difficult terrain, and the fact
that the basalt break off without warning a factor that caused
Liebenberg' fall. They had an improvi ed tretcher. In the last 30 or 40
years, th Mountain Club of outh Africa has placed rescue equipment at
points in all climbing areas. Since mountaineering ceased to be a way of
life, and became a competitive sport the services of the club are called upon
frequently. Liebenberg recovered, and returned to climb the Wall. He
made many other fine first ascents in the Berg, and in his 60s wa - elected
President of the Mountain club.

Just after the war, it must have been 1946, I met George Thomson, a
ew Zealander who had done astonishing, if very imprudent things in the

Cathedral Peak area where h was working. I had alway' wanted to climb
the Monk' Cowl, but had never considered leading it. ome of the finest
climbers had said that it would never be climbed. The legendary Dick
Barry who had made a name for him elf in Europe and in the Tran vaal fell
to hi death on the Cowl in 1938. It wa finally climbed in 1945. George
Thomson repeated the climb and thought he would like to d it again with
me. Since I never imagined that I could lead anything of such magnitude, I
was delighted at the chance. I did know that I was a good second man. 0 it
was arranged to meet one long weekend. But I never did climb the Cowl.
Just a I was about to leave for the meeting eorge ent me a wire directing
me to meet him at Mont-aux-Source . On arrival he told me that a young
man, a ho tcl guest had fallen from a point near the tOP of the Tugela Fall .
to a ledge 1,800 feet below and wa lying expo ed to the view of anyone
who might visit the hut. George and 2 others had tried to get to the body the
week before, but had been bamed by the difficulty of finding a route in
appalling weather. They had spent a terrible night crouched on the face,
and lashed by hail. When we met, George introduced me to a man and a
girl, exp Tienced climbers who would go with us. I wish I could remember
their names ... We slogged up to the hut that day, a distance of 14 miles
and 1800m of height, carrying sleeping bags, food, and about 250m of
rope. We were tired. About 4 o'clock the next morning, led by George we
descended between the Sentinel and the Beacon Buttres , mostly abseiling.
We left behind most of our rope for the return. There was an airy scary
traverse for about *mile along a ledge which kept on petering out,
necessitating the crossing of an exposed and smooth face in between.
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The body lay near the pool at the bottom of the first plunge of the Tugela
Falls from where in 2 more leaps it reaches the Gorge below. There was no
possibility of recovering the body. We covered it with stones and built a
little cairn. The return was a nightmare. We had to fight our way back up
the fixed ropes, by lying back with our feet against the wall, and pulling up
on our arms. The rock walls up which we walked in this manner were as
smooth as the proverbial baby's bottom. It was dark when we reached the
hut. The next day, after the endless descent to the car park we were weary.
I still had to drive back to Springs. Instead of' going back to work to rest', I
slept the clock round.

I have always been fond of going off by myself, for long easy paced
walks, but I had a salutary lesson emphasizing the need to advise someone
of my intended route before setting out. I went up the path to the Tugela
Gorge, with my day pack, and my camera. I had a great time
photographing the flowers, and generally dawdling. At midday, I made a
little fire, and brewed up a billy of tea. Then I sat munching the cheese and
cold meat I had brought for lunch. After a long rest, filled with food and
contentment I started to find my way back down to the path. As I skirted a
rock band, a large boulder came away. I lost my balance and fell clumsily
with my one leg in a little hollow. This was the miracle. The boulder came
to rest on my leg, and held me gently imprisoned. Ifmy leg had not been in
the little hollow, the boulder would have snapped it like a carrot. It weighed
about half a ton. I was trapped, in no great discomfort, but trapped as
surely as I could ever be. I called for help but with little hope of anyone
hearing my voice, which sounded thin and small in the space around me.
Soon it began to get cold. I got my pack off and put on a jersey and an
anorak. It looked as if I were going to spend the night there, and perhaps
longer. I remembered the terrible story of the man in the Alps whose foot
was caught between two rocks so firmly that he could not release it. He' was
found days later, dead from exposure. Just before dark, I heard voices. A
party of Basutos with merchandise had come over into Natal, and had lost
the way. They lifted the rock, and after a lot of rubbing, I was able to guide
them back on to the path. I limped the few miles to the hostel, where a
doctor examined me. All that came of it was haematoma, which is a fancy
name for the king of blood blisters. Since then I have carried a whistle, and
like airmen when they file a flight plan, have told someone where I
intended to go. I was lucky that time, but not so lucky when I broke a leg
down a crevasse on Mont Blanc.

I suppose I could ramble for ever at the risk of becoming boring, if I have
not done that already. But what are memories if they are not kaleidoscopic
pictures of incidents that pass through one's mind like a sequence of
coloured slides.

Nearly all my contemporaries are dead. All of them wanted their ashes
scattered on a mountain. Old Turner, known 'to us as O.T. was no
exception, so 4 of his friends took his ashes to a ledge on Table Mountain
where he used to sit and meditate, while sucking a filthy old pipe, that he
had mended with e1astoplast. The ashes came to us in a little casket. After
we had scattered them, we started to boil a billy for tea. Someone asked
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12 Cape Town and Table Mountain

whal we would do with the ca kel. 'Chuck it on the fiJ"e' said someOne else.
It burned well while we pictured O.T. sitting on a nearby rock with hi
ancient pipe and silently huckling as he watch d his oHin helping 10 make
tea.

Anolher incid nt that make m laugh everytime I think or it 0 curred
when Di k Rybnikar and I climbed the Cold Bokkeveld Sneeuwkop. W
camped near a little tream al the root of the lovel mountain which
lOwered about us with it· 1\ in peaks outlined again t a white cumulus
loud. Climbing it wa not a great feal in it elf. It was enjoyable, and quit

enough for me, then in my 50s. It was a camp to rememb r. We lay on our
backs with our heads and shoulders out or lhe tent and we looked up at the
glitter or the. tar, so close you could reach up and touch them. On our last
day, we rose cad. We walked up the stream to seek a pool in which we
could have a bath and wash away the grime or 4 day. A r w hundred yards
above our camp a dead hor e lay on its back in our stream. It was a horribl·
sight with its 4 legs pointing stimy heavenwards and its widely gaping
mouth and grinning teeth, over and between which there poured som of
the stream. Decency rorbids a description or lhe water's exit point, but Dick
summed it up ni 'e1y wh n he aid' H'mm, rectified water! No wonder our
stews and tea tasted 0 marvellous'.

[ ha e had pain and .. orrow through my as'O ialion with mountains but
the happine s, the fun, the companion have outweighed it all. I never had
the worry that besets lhe man who is competitive and has to be better than
someone else. [ have climbed because I liked doing it.
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