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Cambridge in the Late Sixties

Whether the Cambridge University Mountaineering Club in the late
sixties was more or less active than at other times I do not know.

There was no one as well known as Nick Estcourt, who was just before my
time, or Alan Rouse, who was just after. On the other hand, Ken Wilson's
anthology Games Climbers Play (Diadem, 1978) contains no less than four
articles culled from Cambridge Mountaineering of that era. Talks in the
Downing Site lecture theatre could attract audiences of up to a hundred
and we had the chance to listen to the wise, or more often irreverent, words
of speakers like Eric Shipton, Tom Patey and a clean-cut young P.E. teacher
called Doug Scott. The Freshers' meet in Derbyshire easily filled a coach,
but the six o'clock start on a Sunday morning and a three-hour drive each
way ensured that a minibus was normally sufficient for outings to gritstone.
The active membership in climbing terms was about twenty, though when
I organised a weekend in Wales specifically to walk the Fourteen Threes, a
totally different set of people emerged. For the demographically-minded,
the majority of the club's keenest members were on the Science side rather
than the Arts, most came from the North, and women were conspicuous
by their absence.

Twenty-five years later, Olly Overstall organised a reunion in North Wales.
It was surprisingly well attended. For some, it transpired, climbing at
Cambridge had been a hugely enjoyable but brief interlude before embarking
on a career. But for many, mountaineering in one form or another continues
to fill their leisure time and for Bob Barton and me, Cambridge proved to
be an apprenticeship leading to the Metier du Guide. For all of us, however,
it was an inherently dangerous period in which we learned many lessons
the hard way and accidents did occur. The atmosphere was sombre at the
first Tuesday tea-time gathering one Lent term. Roger Wilson had been
killed during the holiday period, when his gear ripped on the first pitch of
Haste Not on White Ghyll. I remember all too clearly reading in a Swiss
newspaper of the chute mortelle of Rollo Davidson and Michael Latham on
the Biancograt. There but for the grace of God ... We were ambitious,
competitive and, climbing 'not wisely but too well', we had more than our
fair share of near-misses.

Of my immediate contemporaries, the leading personality was undoubt
edly Mick Guilliard, a good-natured extrovert from Leek, hard by the
Roches, with an infectious laugh and an astonishing appetite for beer. We
were in the same college and shared digs for a year so I knew him well and
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120. Left

John Cardy on Llithrig,
Clogwyn du'r Arddu.
(Rob Collister)

121. Below

Cardy - 'shock of red hair and
the enormous forehead of a
boffin' - tip-toeing up the
Bloody Slab, West Buttress,
Clogwyn du'r Arddu, June 1970.
(Rob Coliister)
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put him to bed more than once. As a climber, I was never in the same
league but I remember leading through, with trepidation, on an early
ascent of Dream of White Horses when a fierce wind was blowing spume
from the waves and the ropes billowed out in an arc on the final pitch; and
again, on White Slab on a grey day with no one else around and wreaths of
mist drifting in and out behind the Far Far East buttress, adding to the
menace of the Black Cliff. And then there was our disastrous first Alpine
season along with John Hamilton and Pete Hughes, when two of our three
routes involved a forced bivouac and I nearly died when an abseil anchor
failed. Although the most accomplished and enthusiastic ofus all, once he
had qualified as a vet, Mick took up skiing and fell-running and hung his
rock-shoes up for good.

John Cardy, with his shock of red hair and the enormous forehead of a
boffin, was another distinctive figure. Neither of us was particularly strong
in the arms and when we climbed together we usually chose our routes
accordingly. We were in our element on the never-ending girdle of the West
on Cloggy and tip-toed up Bloody Slab in good style; but when it came to
Cemetery Gates, my hands were actually on the belay ledge when my fingers
opened and I fell off. I was not to own a harness for another 10 years, but
I came to no harm and still have the garage-nut that held me. Adrenalin
propelled me back up onto the stance but I was less than pleased when
Cardy announced on arrival that he was too pumped to lead the top pitch.
With John, too, I spent several dank, autumnal days dangling nervously
beneath ludicrous overhangs on limestone aid routes like Castellan, Twilight,
Hubris and The Prow, all long since freed. John was something of an aficio
nado. I did not care for aid one bit but felt it was a necessary part of my
education.

Rob Ferguson was a geographer whose keen interest in mountains was
not just recreational. Unusual in his dislike of technical rock, Rob was a
very confident snow and ice climber and became my mentor on early visits
to Scotland and the Alps. When a large party was marooned on Tower
Ridge at dusk, it was Rob who was dispatched into the infamous gap while
the rest of us sang mournful dirges and yelled obscenities into the night to
keep the cold at bay. It was Rob who led me up my first ice-climb, Three
Gully Buttress, cutting steps expertly with a straight-picked axe (though it
was Bob Jones and Gordon McNair who saved my life, calmly fielding me
when I tripped over my crampons on the descent to the Carn Mor Dearg
an~te). And it was Rob who had the audacity to suggest attempting first
the Fletschhorn and then the Grosshorn north faces at a time when, the
Triolet excepted, Brits just did not climb alpine ice. Rob was always very
organized. He was the only one of us properly shod when we bivvied on
the crest of the Cuillin ridge, one March, prior to a traverse of the main
ridge. I was wearing Hush Puppies because of an Achilles tendon problem.
Denis Mollison was wearing baseball boots because they were all he had,
and during the night it snowed ...
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Geoff Cohen was another more experienced mountaineer who initially
took me under his wing. Geoff was, and is, a delightful person, famous for
his inability to make decisions except, fortunately, when climbing. During
my first long vac we visited the northern higWands, cheekily knocking on
Tom Patey's door in Ullapool and spending a few nights in the bothy at the
bottom of his garden. The doctor took us in person to the obscure Alladale
Slabs and pointed us at the second ascent of The Fiddler on Ben Mor Coigach.
One night we joined him in the pub at lnveroykel where closing time was
unheard of. Patey was singing and playing his squeeze-box into the wee
small hours and beyond, and while we crashed out in a barn nearby he was
driving back across Scotland for morning surgery. The following winter
Geoff and I teamed up again on Ben Nevis. The week in the CIC hut had
started badly when Gordon McNair, the President, was avalanched by a
collapsing cornice while soloing an easy gully. As we struggled to splint his
leg and put him on a stretcher brought up from the hut, we were all hit by
another avalanche and swept further down Coire na Ciste in a tangled mess
of bodies and equipment. In retrospect, we were extraordinarily ignorant
to have been launching ourselves up snow gullies in semi-tropical condi
tions. By the end of the week, it was at least colder, but otherwise the
weather was atrocious and everyone else was heading downwards as we
set off for the North East Buttress. This was regarded as a long, serious
climb rather than a hard one, but it felt quite hard enough for me, chipping
steps in earnest for the first time. The sense of commitment at the foot of
the Mantrap in thick mist and a howling gale, the exhilaration of fighting
our way over the summit, and the state of contented exhaustion in which
we squelched our way down the boggy path in the dark to Fort William,
were all new but were to become quite addictive for a few years. It may
have been the same occasion when the police moved us on from a comfort
able bivouac in a bus shelter. The night being dreadful and the cells full,
they found a railway carriage for us instead, first class at that, with the
stipulation that we vanish by seven in the morning.

While my friends were pushing their grades in Wales and the Lakes, the
whole of my second long vac was taken up by an expedition to the Hindu
Kush. I was recruited by a group of ex-CUMC members - Alan Cormack,
Dick Metcalfe and John Peck. Peck was a colourful figure with shoulder
length blond hair and an enormous beard, who lived in a garret in
Spittalfields, producing what he called 'semi-pornographic' etchings. The
overland journey to Pakistan in an old army truck was a six-week epic in
which personal relations broke down almost as frequently as the vehicle.
The mountains, when we fmally reached them, felt like a rest cure by
comparison. Before we could climb anything, however, we first had to
rendezvous with Hemy Day, who we had last seen in the Officers' Mess of
the Royal Engineers in Osnabruck. We had arranged to meet at our proposed
base camp beside a lake near Sor Laspur in Chitral, but plans changed
when we learned that a party of Austrians were at the same site. Having no



122. The bohemian John Peck at high camp on the North Kohistan expedition.
(Rob Collister)

123. .John Peck and Rob Collister with teachers from Bagral Primary School,
North Kohistan, 1968. (Rob Collister)



124. Mount Ararat, Turkey, passed en route to the North Kohistan, Swat, in 1968
- a six-week epic drive on which 'personal relationships broke down almost
as frequently as the vehicle'. (Rob Collister)

permit, it seemed tactful to go elsewhere and we ended up on the other side
of the watershed in Swat. Unfortunately, there was no way of letting Henry
know. In the event, Alan and I missed him by a day, after a week's journey
over untrodden glaciers involving rock-fall, an almost fatal crevasse incident
and some scary river crossings. I was learning all the time and discovering
that mountain travel could be just as rewarding, and as hazardous, as actual
climbing. However, my most vivid memory is of meeting, near the lake, a
dignified but courteous Chitrali horseman, a falcon on his wrist, a spaniel
running to heel and a retainer walking behind carrying a musket and a bag
of provisions. Subsequently we climbed a number of peaks just under 6000
metres and I acquired a taste for that sort of exploratory mountaineering
which has never left me.

When Dick Isherwood asked me to join a small team going to Chitral
the next year, I jumped at the chance. At the time, Dick was one of the best
rock climbers in the country as well as a formidable powerhouse in big
mountains. In his company, an awestruck youth, I found myself rubbing
shoulders in Wales and the Peak with god-like figures such as Crew, Boysen
and the wonderfully voluble Holliwell brothers. On that trip I learned a
great deal about alpinism from Dick, and from Colin Taylor too, but above
all I learned that in the mountains you must seize your chances with both
hands. We oh-so-nearly climbed Thui 11, a beautiful peak at the head of the
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125. Dick Isherwood at the bivouac on Thui Il, Chitral, August 1969.
'We oh-so-nearly climbed it.' (Rob Collister)
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Yarkhun valley, but we bivouacked early and the weather broke during the
night. We were prevented from making a second attempt by our liaison
officer, an extremely unpleasant man who later had us turned 1?ack at the
Khyber Pass because of 'currency irregularities' and did his best to have
me thrown in jail.

Skiing was not a sport that appealed to climbers in those days, but I had
been on a couple of school ski trips and I was inspired by a picture in Alan
Blackshaw's Mountaineen'ng (penguin Books, 1965) of a mountain tent guyed
down with skis in a blizzard. Chris Barry was equipped with my Mum's
edgeless skis from the thirties, given a day's tuition in Coire Cas and then
dTagged off over the Cairngorm plateau to Ben Macdui. I was hooked even



126. CUMC Sixties style: David Gundry at Chair Ladder, Cornwall, January 1968.
(Rob Collister)

if Chris was not, and the next winter a Land Rover-full of us, including
Tim Nulty, an American economist who had been enormously helpful in
Pakistan the previous summer, the bohemian Peck and David Gundry,
companion on many an escapade before and after, set off on a three-day
marathon drive to the Bernese Oberland. Christof Lehrner, a guide in the
Lotschental, lent us a straw-filled barn to stay in, warmed from below by
cattle and sheep, and a day tour in his company taught us a lot about skins
and kick-turns, though not, alas, how to ski difficult snow. Even snapping
my brand-new skis, four days stormbound in the unguarded Hollandia hut
and a sightless descent in total whiteout did not diminish my enthusiasm
for ski-mountaineering.

Times change but topography does not and Cambridge has never been
the ideal location for a climber. Purpose-built climbing walls were still in
the future, but the notion of training for performance must have been gaining
ground, for no sooner had the old lime-kiln at Cherry Hinton, with its
carefully chipped if rather slippery holds, been blown up on safety grounds,
than the energetic development of disused railway bridges began. The arrival
of Harold Gillespie and Mick Geddes from Edinburgh with tales of the
Currie Walls must have had something to do with it.
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Of course, generations of Cambridge climbers had found adventure
aplenty on their doorstep, at night. Geoffrey Winthrop Young with his pre
First World War Roof Climbers Guide to Trinity was only perpetuating a
tradition which found its finest expression in the thirties with Whipple
snaith's Night Climbers of Cambridge. The sixties' contribution to the genre
by Hederatus did not match the whimsy and humour of that classic, but it
reflects the secretive nature of the activity that I never knew who wrote it.
For myself, I loved the heightened awareness created by the dark and the
illicit, the sense of being privy to a totally different night-time world when
the only other signs of life in the silent town were perhaps a solitary light
high up in a tower window or the hooting of an owl. Most of the keenest
climbers of my time, though, did not much care for night climbing, with its
need for stealth and silence. The metallic clink of a karabiner or the briefest
flash of a headtorch could be enough to betray one to a prowling bulldog
and the authorities suffered from a sense of humour failure when it came
to night climbing, especially on Kings.

Kings is the most famous route in Cambridge and it certainly has some
unique situations, but John's is the better climb. It offers laybacking, bridging,
a delicate slab, and a final strenuous overhang in a superb position; there is
even an easy descent if you have played your cards right. Dick Isherwood
described it as 'the finest Severe in England' and he was probably right.
One ambition I never achieved was the Senate House Leap. Chris Barry
had a room ideally situated high up in Caius. One night we used a plank to
measure the distance and practised standing jumps in the corridor. Neither
of us could ever quite make the chalk mark on the floor and discretion
proved the better part of valour; though on another occasion, after a dinner,
Chris used the same plank to walk across.

Night climbing skills could be deployed in other contexts, too. During
the Europe-wide student unrest of 1968 there was a sit-in at the Old Schools
which I was able to drop in and out of as I chose. It was good fun though
I cannot for the life of me remember what we were protesting about. During
my final year my wife-to-be, Netti, was at Newnham. Visitors had to be out
of the college by lOpm which seemed unduly restrictive so we kept a rope
under her bed. Abseiling out of the window into the garden was given an
added frisson by a don occupying the room below.

I suppose I had a rather cavalier attitude towards my degree. Hours spent
gazing out of the UL at clouds and trees along with subversiv.e texts by
Thoreau, Richard Jeffries and Henry Williamson, convinced me that
whatever I did in the future was going to be out of doors. In my fourth,
final year, the university careers department, mystified by this attitude,
arranged only one interview for me, with a firm of rubber traders in
Malaysia. Fortunately help was at hand in the form of Noel Odell. Odell
was in his eighties then, but still very fit and spry. He had a weakness for
crumpets and used to call round at tea-time, usually on a Monday,
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to compare notes about the weekend. On one occasion, staying at the Pen
y Gwryd hotel for a C.C. dinner, he had walked over the Glyders on Saturday
and up Snowdon on the Sunday and was full of it when we met. Mick
Guilliard, who had also been up to Wales, had already told me at breakfast
that the weather had been so vile that they had spent the entire weekend in
Wendy's cafe and the Padarn ... It was Odell who introduced me to the
Alpine Club, driving me up to London in his Mini a number of times and
later proposing me for membership. Like many of his generation, it seemed,
he was a great raconteur, and I loved listening to his stories of Everest and
Nanda Devi.

From Ode11 I learned that the British Antarctic Survey employed
mountaineers for its fieldwork and that Sir Vivien Fuchs was giving a public
lecture the following week. One thing led to another and a year'on the ice'
with a dog-team made it even less likely that I could settle into an office job
or endure the rigours of the chalk-face. Eventually, I drifted into instructing
and guiding almost by default, but I have never regretted it, the boundary
between work and play often blurrtng. Looking back, I can see that my
years at Cambridge (Selwyn 1966-70) were not just enormous fun, but they
gave me a profession, a spouse and some life-long friends. What more could
one ask of a university education?

The year 2006 was the centenary of the Cambridge University Mountaineering
Club. The Club committee organised a special dinner, which was well attended, and
solicited past members for contributions to a commemorative book. This piece was
one of those contributions, although the book itself has so far - August 2008 - not
materialised.
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