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Pilier Alphonse Couttet 
(350m, TD, F6a+) on 
Gendarme 3660m.  
(Tom Prentice)

of Mont Noir’s summit. 
The pair rappelled the 
line, which they graded 
TD (650m, 90°).

During their 2012 
exploration of Mont 
Vert de Greuvettaz on 
the Italian side of the 
Mont Blanc Range, Tom 
Prentice and Simon Rich-
ardson spotted a promi-
nent left-slanting corner 
system on the vertical 
granite wall rising toward 
the top of Punta 3469m, 
a point on the south-
south-east ridge of Mont 
Greuvettaz that is some-
times referred to as Punta 

Bosio. Believing it to be unclimbed and noting the lower section to be loose, 
in August 2013 they climbed four pitches up the left side before traversing 
into the corner, whereupon they were surprised to discover ancient rappel 
slings and a peg. They finished the route, following a right-slanting ramp at 
the top, to reach the summit ridge, from which point they abseiled.

They later discovered this was the rarely repeated 1982 Grassi-Lang-
Meneghin Route (originally graded D; the British four-pitch variant was 
F6b). Richardson had always assumed this route followed a well-defined 
corner system on the left side of a prominent pillar that falls from a point 
north of Punta Bosio, closer to Punta 3557m. The result of this error meant 
that the prominent pillar was unclimbed, and the pair returned to rectify 
this with a series of excellent pitches that led to the completion of Casa dei 
Gracchi (500m, 11 pitches, TD+, F6b).

On the French side of the range this pair was also able to add a route to 
the south face of the Aiguille du Chardonnet. The first main rock pillar 
left of the Col du Chardonnet was climbed in 1971 by Jérome Belin and 
Jean-Franck Charlet at TD-. Between this and the Pilier du Cairn (Charlet-
Ducroz, 1979) to the left lies another major pillar rising to Gendarme 
3660m, aka Pointe Alphonse Couttet. Prentice and Richardson climbed 
this line, naming their nine-pitch new route Pilier Alphonse Couttet (350m, 
TD, F6a+). The climb was felt to be similar in scale and difficulty to the 
Bonatti Route on the Red Pillar of Brouillard, though not as sustained in the 
upper section.
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Scottish Winter 2012-14
Editor’s note: In the 2013 edition of the Journal the Scottish winter notes were 

labelled as 2012-13 when in actual fact the report covered the 2011-12 season. What 
follows is a bumper fun-sized round-up of the two seasons since. . .

Greg Boswell, pitch 2 Vapouriser (VIII,8), Creag an Dubh Loch. (Guy Robertson)

2012-2013 SEASON

2012-13 was a winter of two halves. The weather until January was char-
acterised by periods of extreme bad weather with gales so ferocious 

that mountain travel was sometimes impossible. By contrast, the months 
of February and March will be long remembered for their superb winter 
climbing. A settled high-pressure system following a brief thaw resulted 
in easy going across hard snow slopes, iced up crags and scores of classic 
routes in perfect condition. Some of the finest climbing was found on Ben 
Nevis where many of Scotland’s most prized winter climbs, from Orion 
Direct to Galactic Hitchhiker, and Hadrian’s Wall to Minus One Gully, were 
enjoyed by many teams.

Four climbers dominated the season. Greg Boswell was quick off the 
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mark with outstanding new routes such as Tomahawk Crack on Ben Nevis 
and Vapouriser on Creag an Dubh Loch, and concluded his season with the 
highly significant second ascents of Mort and The Cathedral. Guy Robertson 
had an exceptional winter that included four new routes graded IX or 
harder. Robertson’s ability to consistently find routes in condition, and 
maintain momentum climbing at the highest level throughout the season, 
was nothing short of extraordinary. By contrast, Iain Small had a slower 
build up, but his collection of testing new routes to Ben Nevis stands out – 
especially as they involved both technical mixed and bold thin ice. Finally, 
Nick Bullock was a late arrival on the scene in March, but he soon left his 
mark with a jaw-dropping series of routes culminating in his magnificent 
lead of Nevermore on Lochnagar.

The long, cold and snowy winter, extending from October through to 
May, led to a high level of activity across all grades. Predictably, Andy 
Nisbet stands out as the most prolific activist with an incredible tally of 74 
new routes, but many other climbers delighted in discovering new ground.

Ben Nevis
Cold and snowy conditions at the end of November resulted in some 

excellent ascents in Coire na Ciste. Many of the modern classics were 
climbed such as Sioux Wall (VIII,8) on Number Three Gully Buttress, and 
Darth Vader (VII,7) on Creag Coire na Ciste. Over on Pinnacle Buttress 
of the Tower, Smooth Operator (VI,7) also had an early repeat. The pace 
increased at the end of the month when Guy Robertson and Greg Boswell 
made the third ascent of The Knuckleduster (VIII,9) on Number Three Gully 
Buttress. Boswell had repeated this route the previous season with Will 

Iain Small, crux pitch of Deadly Presence (VIII,7), Ben Nevis. (Doug Hawthorn)

Sim (adding a more direct finish), but this time they took a more direct 
winter version of the summer crux pitch. Their ascent was remarkably fast 
as they only started climbing at 11.30am after being halted by unstable 
snow conditions approaching a new line in Observatory Gully earlier in 
the day. 

For Boswell this was only a forerunner of things to come, as he returned 
to Number Three Gully Buttress three days later with Adam Russell 
and made the first ascent of Tomahawk Crack (VIII,9), which takes a line 
straight up the centre of Sioux Wall. This imposing wall is cut by a number 
of thin cracks and is ideally suited to modern mixed climbing, but even so, 
Boswell described the climb as ‘a funky route with some surprisingly steep 
and tricky sections.’ This section of cliff was already home to the epony-
mous Sioux Wall (the most popular Grade VIII in Scotland) and Apache 
(VIII,9), so the Boswell-Russell addition now gives it one of the highest 
concentrations of top end winter routes in the country. Tomahawk Crack 
was climbed in perfect style – on sight at the first attempt – and does not 
follow an existing summer line.

In early February, Iain Small upped the ante another notch with the 
first ascent of No Success Like Failure (IX,8) with Simon Richardson. This 
bold and compelling line takes the shallow roofed groove running up the 
front face of Rogue’s Rib in Coire na Ciste. Small had previously attempted 
the route just after 
Christmas with Blair 
Fyffe, hence the 
evocative name. The 
following weekend 
Small was back on 
Ben Nevis with Tony 
Stone. In a vain 
effort to seek some 
shelter from the high 
winds they climbed 
the impending corner 
between Fat Boy 
Slim and Rogue’s Rib. 
New route enthusi-
asts were well aware 
of this prominent 
unclimbed feature, 
but close up it is 
an imposing and 
unfeasible-looking 
line. Small was typi-
cally modest in his assessment after the climb: ‘The route was pretty bold 
and delicate for the first two pitches, and Tony really pushed the comfort 
levels on the first pitch, even though he appeared consummately in control 

Iain Small arranging protection below the crux overhang on 
the first ascent of No Success Like Failure (IX,8), Rogue’s 
Rib, Ben Nevis. (Simon Richardson)
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throughout.’ In common 
with the majority of Iain 
Small’s Nevis winter routes, 
it is unlikely that Migranya 
Profunda (VIII,8) will see 
more than a slow trickle of 
potential suitors in coming 
seasons.

Further left, Simon 
Yearsley and Helen Rennard 
climbed Beggars Belief (VII,7), 
a winter version of Beggar’s 
Groove, and higher up in 
Coire na Ciste, Jim Higgins 
and Neil Adams linked the 
start of Angels With Dirty Faces 
with the finish of Avenging 
Angel, to produce Avenging 
Angel Direct (VIII,8) – the first 
route to fully meet the chal-
lenge of the compelling line 
of overhanging corners on 
the left side of Creag Coire 
na Ciste.

As ice conditions moved 
from good to excellent at 
the end of February, Robin 
Clothier and Richard Bentley 
scored one of the biggest 

coups of the season with the first ascent of Shooting Star (VI,6). This 500m-
long expedition links together nine existing routes with two pitches of new 
ground resulting in the longest climb on the Orion Face. Equally impres-
sive was the forbiddingly steep Deadly Presence (VIII,7) on Observatory 
Buttress by Iain Small and Doug Hawthorn, which forces its way up the 
vertical headwall above Appointment With Fear. Small, who is renowned for 
his delicate touch on ice, remarked afterwards that this was probably the 
leanest ice pitch he has ever climbed.

Observatory Buttress saw more attention in March when Clothier 
teamed up with the father and son team of Doug and Uisdean Hawthorn 
to make the third ascent of the fabled Point Blank (VII,7), which takes the 

Iain Small climbing through a 
storm on the crux pitch of The 
Wolves Are Running (VII,7) on 
Ben Nevis.  
(Simon Richardson)

imposing rib bounding the right side of Point Five Gully. They were closely 
followed by Tim Neill and Donald King later that day, whilst next door, 
Small and Richardson added The Wolves Are Running (VII,7), a bold icy 
mixed climb taking the vertical headwall to the right of Rubicon Wall. More 
mixed in nature was Angry Chair (VII,7) on the steep wall right of Tower 
Cleft by Dave MacLeod and Helen Rennard.

Small and Hawthorn had a superb run of routes on Ben Nevis at the 
end of March with ascents of Pointless (VII,6), Space Invaders (VI,5), and 
Journey Into Space (VII,5). On 30 March they were joined by Clothier for the 
second ascent (via a new start) of Urban Spaceman (VII,6), a mythical line 
that was first climbed by Arthur Paul and a young Doug Hawthorn way 
back in 1983. A week later Small was back again, this time with Murdoch 
Jamieson and Nick Bullock, to added Spaced Out (VII,7), a new direct route 
between Space Invaders and Journey Into Space on the Orion headwall.

The dramatic contrast in climbing conditions over the season, from the 
perfectly sublime to the absolute impossible, was captured in a route name 
given by Blair Fyffe and Helen Rennard to a new addition in December. 
The Copenhagen Interpretation (VI,7) takes the prominent ramp, cracks and 
corners between The Minge and Joyful Chimneys on South Trident Buttress. 
‘The name refers to the unusual mathematics of quantum mechanics,’ Blair 
(a PhD astrophysicist) explained. ‘The ephemeral and uncertain world 
of the sub-atomic particles shows similarities to the transient and uncer-
tain world of Scottish winter climbing conditions. Both worlds, although 
challenging, and in some ways always alien to us, have an other-worldly 
beauty.’

Exploration of Old Haunts
The cold and snowy season allowed a reappraisal of several well-known 

venues such as Arrochar, Arran and Glen Clova. On Beinn Ime, Stuart 
McFarlane and Stuart Burns found the five-pitch Gangnam Style (V,7), 
which takes the right-facing corner system to the left of Ben’s Fault on Fan 
Gully Buttress. A few days later McFarlane visited The Cobbler with John 
Williams and made the first winter ascent of Echo Crack (VI,7). The south-
facing routes on the North Peak are notoriously hard to find in winter 
condition as they strip fast in the sun, but McFarlane circumvented this by 
making a very early start following heavy snowfall the day before.

Also of note was the first winter ascent of Hangover (VI,6) on Creag 
Tharsuinn in Arrochar by Dafydd Morris and Matt Buchanan, and Silence 
of The Rams (V,6) on The Cobbler by Dougie Beck, Andy Bain and Jake 
Thackrey. Bain and Thackrey continued their Arrochar explorations with 
three new long routes on nearby Beinn Narnain.

A major snowstorm in late March brought the mountains on Arran into 
good condition. Stuart McFarlane and Simon Richardson visited the island 
soon after and added a couple of new routes to Beinn Nuis, including After 
The Storm (VI,5) that tackles the face right of Nuis Chimney. During the 
same period, Andrew Fraser, Nigel Marshall and Ian Magill added Power 
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Outage (II/III) and White 
Witch (IV,4) to the 250m-
high north face of Ceum na 
Caillich.

Glen Clova is under-
going something of a 
renaissance, with a steady 
stream of quality winter 
routes added over the 
past few seasons. Winter 
Corrie, long regarded as a 
venue for easy to middle 
grades, with only one route 
graded harder than Grade 
IV, now sports several 
excellent technical routes 
including Wildcat Wall, 
The Tiger Finish, Waterfall 
Buttress Direct and Moon Ice 
Jazz. The 2012-13 season 
saw more additions such as 
Stalingrad (VI,6) and Gram-
pian Club Buttress (IV,5) by 
Forrest Templeton, Brian 
Duthie and Kevin Murphy. 
Henning Wackerhage 
has been at the forefront 

of the Clova developments with new routes in Corrie Fee, exploration 
of Glen Prosen’s Bawhelps and the development of Coire Farchal. This 
easily accessible coire now sports ten routes with pride of place going to 
the superb Silver Threads Among the Gold (IV,5) which takes the prominent 
central buttress.

Cairngorms
The first major new route of the season in the Cairngorms fell to Guy 

Robertson and Greg Boswell on 11 December when they added Vapouriser 
(VIII,8), a stunning five-pitch icy mixed line cutting up directly through 
Vertigo Wall on Creag an Dubh Loch. The route uses a spectacular finish 
first attempted by Henning Wackerhage a couple of seasons before, but 
as is so often the case, the real crux of the route was being in position at 
the right time and finding the lower grooves sufficiently iced. Robertson 
commented afterwards that it is transitory climbs like this, which rely on 
ice rather than snowed up rock, that result in the most memorable Scottish 
winter routes. ‘The climbing was an exquisite combination of thin ice and 
steep rock, with a distinctly cerebral element throughout,’ he wrote later on 

Malcolm Bass, on FA of 
Twisted (VII,7), Stob Coire 
nan Lochan.  
(Simon Yearsley) his blog. ‘There simply are not enough adjectives to describe how good this 

route is – the exposure on the top pitch was quite ludicrous!’
The following day Pete Macpherson and Martin Moran made the 

third winter ascent of Steeple (IX,9) on the Shelter Stone. This team are 
no strangers to high standard routes on the Shelter Stone. Two seasons 
earlier Macpherson made the first ascent of Stone Temple Pilots (X,9), 
and the previous December Moran made a winter ascent of The Needle 
(VIII,8). The first winter ascent of Steeple was a landmark ascent climbed in 
a 24-hour push by Alan Mullin and Steve Paget in November 1999. It set 
a new standard for Scottish routes of such sustained difficulty, and deliber-
ately climbing through the night redefined the approach to climbing long 
Scottish winter routes.

Heavy snow conditions from February onwards effectively curtailed 
Cairngorms pioneering activity through the rest of the season, however 
Guy Robertson nipped into Lochnagar with Greg Boswell and Pete 
Benson, just before the mid February thaw, to snatch Fancy Free (VII,9), 
the prominent groove-line left of Footloose on Central Buttress.

Glen Coe
Early in December, Andy Nisbet and Brian Davison visited the West 

Top of Bidean nam Bian in Glen Coe to put a long-standing project to rest 
– the steep unclimbed rib to the right of The Gash. Arriving at the foot of the 
route, Nisbet couldn’t resist climbing the wall to its left, which provided a 
deceptively difficult VI,7 called The Pash. Davison then led the rib resulting 
in the steep and serious Incision (VI,7). Later in the month, Donald King 
and Mike Pescod made the first winter ascent of the impressively steep 
Engineer’s Crack (VIII,9) on Buachaille Etive Mor. This steep two-pitch 
route on the North side of Crowberry Ridge is rarely in winter condition, 
but it fell to a well-timed and determined ascent just before the late January 
high-pressure weather system broke.

In March, Malcolm Bass and Simon Yearsley made the first ascent of 
Twisted (VII,7) on Stob Coire nan Lochan. This superb three-pitch addi-
tion, takes a central line up the broad buttress between Moonshadow and 
Chimney Route. The most significant winter ascent in the Coe fell to Guy 
Robertson and Nick Bullock at the end of March when they made the first 
ascent of Cold Revenge (IX,8) on Buachaille Etive Mor. This serious and 
committing climb, which is based on the summer routes of Bludger’s Revela-
tion and Bloody Crack, is only the second winter route on Slime Wall. 

Northern Highlands
In early December, Andy Nisbet and Brian Davison teamed up with 

Pat Ingram to visit An Teallach. A recent snowfall and short thaw had 
worked their magic, and the trio found a line of ice dribbling down a 
shallow corner-line on the gully face of Goblach Buttress. The 350m-long 
Tweener was graded V,6, but is likely to be significantly harder in powder 
conditions. A couple of days later, Guy Robertson and Andy Inglis made 
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an enterprising visit to Coire Ghranda’s Upper Cliff on Beinn Dearg. The 
Rebirth of Cool (VII,7) takes the easiest line up the steep and complex area of 
overhanging grooves and bulges immediately right of Tickled Rib, another 
Robertson route from way back in 2001.

The lead up to Christmas was characterised by a combination of gales, 
sharp thaws and occasional good days, but this period was dominated by 
Andy Nisbet, who demonstrated his years of experience by consistently 
outwitting the weather forecast and being in the right place at the right 
time. On 18 December he joined forces with Jonathan Preston and Dave 
McGimpsey for the first ascent of Rongbuk (IV,4) on Toll an Lochain on 
An Teallach. ‘This buttress is arguably the second biggest cliff in Scotland, 
and although there are steeper contenders, it is a surprisingly intimidating 
face and I love climbing there,’ Nisbet enthused afterwards. Their 500m-
long route makes a fine companion to Potala Buttress, first climbed by Des 
Rubens and Dave Broadhead in January 1987.

In the middle of January, Guy Robertson and Greg Boswell made the 
first winter ascent of Shoot The Breeze on Beinn Eighe’s West Central Wall. 
This spectacular summer E2, first climbed in 1992, is described in the 
current guidebook as ‘a stunning route, one of the wildest in Scotland, with 
a well protected crux and a Troll Wall ambiance.’ Robertson and Boswell’s 
winter version is a sustained IX,8 destined to become a future testpiece. 
‘Every move was Tech 8 after the first few metres, and the protection 
was generally superb,’ Robertson explained afterwards. Two weeks later, 
Robertson was back on Beinn Eighe with Jason Currie to climb the promi-
nent line between Colgarra and King of The Swingers. This was untouched 
in summer and resulted in the sustained and technical Immortal Memory 
(IX,9).

Other highlights in the Northern Highlands include the first ascent of 
Haigha by Malcolm Bass and Simon Yearsley, a new 340m-long VI,7 in 
Coire na Poite on Beinn Bhan. This route joins Realisation and Wonder-
land as the third Bass-Yearsley addition to the impressive Realisation Wall 
between March Hare’s and Mad Hatter’s gullies. Also on Beinn Bhan, Martin 
Moran and Pete Macpherson found the bold Suspended Animation (VIII,9), 
a new four-pitch mixed adventure on Suspense Wall in the neighbouring 
Coire na Feola. Nearby on Beinn Eighe, Michael Barnard and James 
Duthie struck it lucky on Beinn Eighe with Lightning Strike (VI,6), the 
weakness left of Achilles, and Roger Webb and Simon Richardson made the 
long trek in to Beinn Dearg Mor for the first winter ascent of the superbly 
proportioned Flake Buttress (VI,6).

Towards the end of the season Guy Robertson and Roger Webb made 
the first ascent of Morgane (VII,8), a prominent corner-line on Atlantic 
Wall on Slioch, and Webb later returned with Pete Macpherson to add 
Yggdrasil (VIII,8) up the right side of the wall. Over the last 20 years Webb 
has authored over a dozen new routes on this remote face, which has a 
total height of over 400m and can lay claim to being one of the highest 
cliffs in Scotland. 

Skye
The Cuillin Ridge came into 

excellent condition during the 
second week in December and 
four teams made the winter 
traverse. The most impressive 
was a solo outing by Barry 
Smyth with one bivouac. 
The Cuillin Ridge has been 
traversed solo in winter several 
times before, but to do it early 
in the season, with precious 
little daylight and long lonely 
nights, takes a very special 
resolve.

Cuillin guidebook author 
Mike Lates organised a highly 
successful winter meet based at 
the BMC Hut in Glen Brittle in 
late January. Conditions were 
close to perfect, and five new 
routes were climbed including 
the first winter ascents of Dyke 
Gully and Buttress (V,6) and 
Vixen Groove (V,5) on Sgurr 
a’Mhadaidh’s North Face. The 
same weekend, Iain Small and 
Simon Richardson made the 
first winter ascent of Jib (VIII,8), 
the spectacular E1 corner 
system left of The Great Prow on 
Blaven. Small returned a few 
days later with Doug Hawthorn 
to make the first complete 
winter ascent of Slanting Gully 
(VI,7) on Sgurr a’Mhadaidh’s 
North Face. Lates also returned 
to Mhadaidh with Andy Hunt-
ington in mid April to make the 
long-awaited second ascent of 
The Smear, an undercut Grade 
V ice route first climbed in 1979 
by Doug Scott and Jim Duff.

Right: Greg Boswell seconding 
the big arête on pitch 2, FWA 
Shoot The Breeze (IX,8), Beinn 
Eighe. (Guy Robertson) Below: 
Iain Small, pitch 3 of Jib (VIII,8), 
Blaven. (Simon Richardson)
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Repeats
In a seemingly never-ending world of harder and harder new routes, 

second ascents and early repeats are important to reset the gauge. The 
most impressive run of repeats fell to Fort William based mountaineering 
instructor Guy Steven. In early November, he made the third ascent of 
Archangel (VII,7) on Ben Nevis with Kenny Grant, and he continued his 

Pete Benson on pitch 2 of Nevermore (X,10), Lochnagar during an attempt in 
March 2013. (Guy Robertson)

run of hard Nevis routes with ascents of Strident Edge (VII,7) and Sidewinder 
(VII,8) on South Trident Buttress. On 2 December Steven made the second 
ascent of The Survivor (VII,8) on Number Three Gully Buttress with Keith 
Ball and Ewan Rodgers, and then as the snow level dropped, he turned his 
attention to Glen Coe with a series of excellent repeats. First off was the 
second ascent of Nirvana Wall with Ball and Grant. This sustained VI,8 
takes the striking crack on the Far Eastern Buttress of Aonach Dubh and 
was first climbed by Donald King and Mike Pescod in December 2003. The 
following day the same trio made the second ascent of The Twarf (VI,7) on 
Aonach Dubh – an excellent chimney-groove cutting deep into the North 
Face that was first climbed in winter by Sam Chinnery and Muir Morton 
in February 2002.

Steven and Ball concluded an intense four days with the second ascent 
of June Crack on Great Gully Buttress on Buachaille Etive Mor. This route 
was so little known that it had escaped a modern two-tier rating and is given 
a traditional grade of V in the current Glen Coe guide. It was first climbed 
in winter by the formidable team of Robin Clothier and Doug Hawthorn 
way back in January 1984, which for the cognoscenti may provide a clue 
to its potential difficulty. ‘We all found it very hard and agreed that it was 
somewhere around VIII,8,’ Steven wrote later. ‘It’s harder than anything 
I’ve tried in the past... a cracking route in a fantastic setting!’

Other noteworthy repeats include second ascents of Scrabble (VIII,7) in 
Stob Coire nan Lochan by Adam Hughes, Matt Stygall and Blair Fyffe, 
Mistral (VII,8) on Beinn Eighe by Jim Higgins and Malcolm Bass, and 
Steam Train (VII,7) on Ben Nevis by Guy Robertson and Pete Macpherson. 
Greg Boswell made the third ascent of Dave MacLeod’s Cathedral (X,11) 
on The Cobbler, earning multiple bonus points for climbing the route in 
spectacularly rimed conditions.

The biggest repeat of the winter however, was the long-awaited second 
ascent of Mort (IX,9) on Lochnagar’s Tough-Brown Face, by the all-
conquering team of Greg Boswell, Guy Robertson and Nick Bullock. 
This seminal route was first climbed by Brian Davison, Andy Nisbet and 
Dave McGimpsey in January 2000, and had a reputation for great serious-
ness and only being possible in icy conditions. The second ascent team 
confirmed the highly serious tag, but dispelled the notion that unusually 
icy conditions are required.

Nevermore
At the end of the season, Nick Bullock and Guy Robertson put to bed 

one of the last great problems on Lochnagar with the first winter ascent of 
Nevermore on the Tough-Brown Face. This rarely repeated summer E2 was 
first climbed by Dougie Dinwoodie and Bob Smith in August 1981 and 
takes a direct line up the face between Post Mortem and Mort.

Pete Benson and Guy Robertson were the inspiration behind this 
climb. Over the past two seasons they made several attempts with Pete 
Macpherson, but were repeatedly turned back by the extreme difficulty of 
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the second pitch. When Benson finally succeeded on climbing this clean 
during their third attempt in March 2012 (a pitch thought to be worth IX,10 
in its own right), they were shut down by a rapid thaw on the fifth and final 
pitch.

For their fourth attempt in March, the pair roped in Nick Bullock, but 
ferocious cold and dwindling daylight forced another retreat from high on 
the climb. Robertson and Bullock probed the fifth pitch, but both climbed 
back down unwilling to commit to the difficult initial roof.

On their fifth attempt on 8 April, Benson was unable to join the team, 
but Robertson and Bullock were highly focused on their goal. Bullock led 
the challenging second pitch leaving Robertson the crucial fifth pitch. After 
some hesitation, Robertson pulled over the roof, but then with his last 
protection below the roof, he fell. With the on-sight lost, he handed over 
the ropes to Bullock who soon passed Robertson’s highpoint and pushed 
on into the unknown.

‘The climbing difficulties above the second overlap increased,’  Bullock 
wrote later. ‘There was no more gear until the pitch and the angle eased. 
I took a long time as the technicalities were brain-ache inducing, stomach 
churning – the prospect of falling now slowed me – terror was the tang of 
battery terminals licked.’ Incredibly Bullock kept his cool together and a 
winter ascent of Nevermore was finally a reality.

The significance of Nevermore goes far beyond Lochnagar and the Tough-
Brown Face. The route was graded X,10 – a significant step up from the 
dozen or so Grade IX first ascents that have been climbed on-sight. Of 
course, with the prior attempts, Nevermore was not the perfect on-sight, and 
although there are a handful of higher graded winter routes in Scotland, 
they have typically benefitted from pre-inspection, multiple attempts on 
the crux pitch or knowledge from summer ascents. In a season that stands 
out for its superlatives, Nevermore was undoubtedly the ascent of the winter. 
Not only is it technically difficult, bold and committing, but it opens the 
door to the chilling prospect of on-sight Scottish winter Grade X.

Scottish winter men of the moment: Iain Small, Nick Bullock, Guy Robertson.
(Simon Richardson)

2013-2014 SEASON
The 2013-14 winter season was an unusual one. Higher than average 

temperatures and almost continuous south-easterly gales led to huge depths 
of snow across the Highlands, but a lack of freeze-thaw meant that ice 
formation was limited. The last months of 2013 brought an almost contin-
uous series of storms and calm days were few and far between. The atro-
cious weather peaked over the Christmas and New Year period, but during 
January and February the strong winds continued. Huge cornices were 
formed from vast amounts of wind-blown plateau snow, and dangerous 
full depth avalanches occurred in many corries. The result was that few 
cliffs came into good climbing condition, but those that did – namely Creag 
an Dubh Loch, Stob Coire nan Lochan in Glen Coe, Coire Mhic Fearchair 
on Beinn Eighe, and the Minus Face on Ben Nevis – yielded a rich series of 
routes for those fortunate enough to be in position at the right time.

The BMC International Meet, which fortuitously was held in the last 
week in January (one of the coldest spells of the winter) was the most 
productive period of the season. Throw together 44 talented international 
climbers from 26 countries with an equal number of highly motivated and 
experienced Scottish climbers, feed and water them at Glenmore Lodge, 
and let them loose in the Highlands for a week, and you have a recipe 
for success regardless of weather. Despite continuous gale force easterly 
winds, the 2014 Meet was the finest ever, with over a dozen new routes and 
a significant number of repeats.

Guy Robertson, Nick Bullock, Greg Boswell, Will Sim, Uisdean Hawthorn, Iain 
Small and Callum Johnson after making first ascents of Defence of The Realm 
(VII,7), The Cure (VIII,8), Hustle (VII,7) and Take The Throne (VII,6) on Creag 
and Dubh Loch’s Broad Terrace Wall. (Simon Richardson)
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Creag an Dubh Loch
The early winter storms were not all bad news because at an altitude of 

750m or so, the rapid temperature fluctuations were perfect for ice forma-
tion. The finest example was on the great cliff of Creag an Dubh Loch in 
the Eastern Cairngorms, which came into the best ice climbing condition 
in living memory.

Will Sim on the first ascent of The Cure (VIII,8), Broad Terrace Wall, Creag an 
Dubh Loch. (Simon Richardson)

The 300m-high Dubh Loch cliffs have the highest concentration of 
summer E-grade mountain climbs in the country, however it is notori-
ously difficult to find the crag in good winter condition. The smooth fine-
grained granite needs a very specific weather pattern to create a coating 
of ice to render it climbable. In late December however, continuous gale 
force southerlies transported snow on the plateau to the more northerly 

Callum Johnson teetering up the bold second pitch on the first ascent of Take 
The Throne (VII,6), Creag an Dubh Loch. (Doug Hawthorn)
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aspects of the cliff, and a rapid 
series of freeze-thaws around 
Christmas time allowed ice to 
ooze down the main drainage 
lines.

The first indication that 
the cliff was in condition 
came when news broke of 
the first winter ascent of The 
Giant (VII,7). This 200m-high 
summer E3 had been admired 
as a futuristic possibility by 
winter climbers for over three 
decades, but ice had never 
formed down the full length 
of the corner. Incredibly, the 
father and son team of Doug 
and Uisdean Hawthorn were 

in the right place at the right time to make the coveted first winter ascent 
on 29 December. Photos of their ascent on the internet attracted several 
strong teams to Central Gully Wall at the next weather window a few 
days later. Unfortunately, an overnight thaw softened the ice, and none 
were successful, except for Team Hawthorn who bided their time and then 
made a matter-of-fact second winter ascent of Sword of Damocles (VIII,9) the 
following day when the temperatures dropped again. The Giant collapsed a 
few days later as the freezing level rose, but this was the perfect ice-making 
scenario for the higher altitude routes on the neighbouring Broad Terrace 
Wall.

The 120m-high upper tier of Broad Terrace wall is the steepest mountain 
cliff in the Cairngorms. Its summer climbs are highly prized, but rarely 
climbed because they are almost always wet. In winter, the wall had only 
been climbed five times by four separate routes, but all this changed on 
11 January when four new winter routes were added. The crack team of 
Guy Robertson and Greg Boswell were first to arrive and climb the plum 
line of Defence of The Realm (VII,7) which continues straight up a spectac-
ular inverted staircase of hanging ice smears above the first pitch of the 
summer E1 Falkenhorst. A little to the right, Iain Small and Simon Rich-
ardson climbed Hustle, a thinly iced VII,7 to the left of The Sting (VII,6), 
the only existing route on this part of the wall, and first climbed by Doug 

Iain Small climbing the crucial 
second pitch on the FWA of 
Scansor (IX,9), Stob Coire nan 
Lochan, Glen Coe. At least 
four prior attempts had ground 
to a halt near this point. (Tony 
Stone)

Hawthorn and Dougie Dinwoodie way back in January 1993. Between 
these two routes, Will Sim and Nick Bullock scooped The Cure (VIII,8), the 
most difficult new route of the trio. The sight of three of the finest Scottish 
winter climbers (namely Robertson, Sim and Small) leading new routes in 
parallel on one of the most revered cliffs in the Highlands was an extraor-
dinary sight, and the uniqueness of the day was emphasised by the young 
pair of Uisdean Hawthorn and Callum Johnson making the first ascent of 
Take The Throne (VII,6), the thinly iced rib left of Sword of Damocles.

The weather remained cold and stable over the next three days. Defence 
of The Realm and Take The Throne both saw repeats, and Robin Clothier 
and Richard Bentley made an ascent of The Last Oasis (VI,6), which was 
first climbed in 1980 by Andy Nisbet and Neil Spinks and had only been 
repeated once in the following 30 years. Alongside this spectacular run of 
successes, there were also failures on The Giant, Sword of Damocles and The 
Sting, which highlighted both the difficulty of these routes, and the exacting 
conditions required for success. In light of this, the record of the Hawthorn 
team (two major new routes, and three second ascents) was remarkable. 
Their ability to predict conditions and be in the right place at the right time 
(a key Scottish winter skill) was particularly impressive.

Away from Creag an Dubh Loch, the major event in the Cairngorms 
was Greg Boswell’s first winter ascent of The Demon (IX,9) in Coire an 
Lochain in the Northern Corries. Greg followed the E2 summer line, as 
opposed to the alternative line of Demon Direct first climbed by Alan Mullin 
and Steve Paget in 2001. Of particular note was the style of Greg’s ascent 
and The Demon joins a very select group of Grade IX routes that have had 
on sight first ascents. Elsewhere in the massif, Andy Nisbet took advantage 
of the unique conditions of heavy snow to make the first ascent of Scarebear 
(VI,5) with Heike Puchan on Stacan Dubha in the Loch Avon Basin. This 
prominent line, with a pronounced overhang at half-height, was one of the 
last unclimbed gully lines in the Cairngorms. 

Stob Coire nan Lochan
The week after the Dubh Loch Broad Terrace Wall ascents, the focus 

turned to the other side of the country and Glen Coe. Will Sim and Greg 
Boswell set the ball rolling with the second and third on sight ascents of The 
Tempest in Stob Coire nan Lochan. This touchstone route was first climbed 
by Neil Gresham in 2001 after climbing it as an M9 winter sports route 
by pre-placing the gear. Also that day, Guy Robertson and Nick Bullock 
climbed the icy groove left of East Face Route before continuing up the 
series of icy corners above. It is likely that Slenderhead (VIII,8) shares its 
first pitch with a route called Boomshanka that was first climbed by the late 
Mark Miller in the 1980s, but was left unreported at the time. Unfortu-
nately, it is not known whether Mark finished his route and continued to 
the top of the crag, but Robertson was quick to point out that the first pitch 
is the crux of the route, so full credit to Mark for leading a modern Grade 
VIII pitch over 25 years ago using Chacals and Foot Fangs. 
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The next big event in Stob Coire nan Lochan took place a few days later 
when Iain Small and Tony Stone made the first winter ascent of Scansor 
(IX,9). This summer E2 takes the prominent pillar to the right of Unicorn 
and had seen at least four attempts in recent seasons including one by the 
first ascent pair. All parties had ground to a halt on the thin and exposed 
second pitch, but this time Iain found a devious line to gain the crucial 
traverse ledge. 

In late January, Small followed up on his ascent of Scansor with Year 
of The Horse (IX,9) together with Blair Fyffe. This steep technical mixed 
route takes the soaring V-groove capped with a double overhang on the 
imposing wall to the left of East Face Route. A month later, Olov Isaksson 
from Sweden and Karin Zgraggen made an enterprising weekend trip from 
Switzerland to add Eggäschpili (IX,9). This outstanding mixed line takes a 
series of slim corners on the left wall of SC Gully, and is one of the most 
difficult Scottish winter first ascents ever climbed by an overseas team. It 
was spotted by Isaksson when he climbed Slenderhead during the Interna-
tional Meet.

Coire Mhic Fearchair
The south-easterly gales during January and February prompted many 

teams to visit the high north-facing cliffs of Coire Mhic Fearchair on Beinn 
Eighe. On the third day of the BMC International Meet, Will Sim and 

Olov Isaksson, FA of Eggäschpili (IX,9), left wall of SC Gully, Stob Coire nan 
Lochan. (Karin Zgraggen)

Michelle Kadatz (Canada) made the fourth ascent of the fabled West Central 
Gully (VII,8), arguably the most difficult gully climb in Scotland. Andy 
Inglis and Martin Zumer (Slovenia) made the third ascent of Hydroconicum 
(VIII,8), and Dave Almond and Michal Sabovcik (Slovakia) climbed the 
now classic Blood, Sweat and Frozen Tears (VIII,8).

The following day, the pace stepped up another notch when Nick 
Bullock, Jon Walsh and Greg Boswell made the first ascent of Making The 
Cut (VIII,8), a major new line taking the soaring crack-line left of West 
Central Gully. Will Sim and Olov Isaksson (Sweden) also added Crazy Eyes 
(VII,9), the left-facing corner, roof crack and offwidth corner above Hydro-

Guy Robertson following the bold second pitch of One Step Beyond (IX,9), 
Beinn Eighe, during the FA. (Pete Macpherson)
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ponicum, and Andy Inglis made a return visit with Piotr Sulowski (Poland) 
to climb the brilliant Sundance (VIII,8).

The highlight of the exceptionally busy season on Beinn Eighe was 
the first ascent of One Step Beyond (IX,9) by Pete Macpherson and Guy 
Robertson on the Far East Wall. The route is based on an unusual hanging 
ice smear that oozes from a seep half way up the wall left of King of The 

Murdoch Jamieson nearing the top of Minus One Superdirect (VII,6), Ben 
Nevis. (Iain Small)

Swingers, and is a contender for the hardest new route of the season. The 
first winter ascent of the very steep summer E2 The Root of All Evil (IX,8) by 
Murdoch Jamieson and John Orr was another challenging addition, as was 
Nick Bullock and Tim Neill’s Crême de Violette (IX,9) on West Central Wall. 
The latter was an attempt to repeat Ian Parnell’s Bruised Violet, however a 
route finding error meant they followed a largely independent line. Also of 
note was the second ascent of Vishnu (VII,7) on the Far East Wall by Small 
and Jamieson – a Nisbet-Cunningham creation that had waited over 25 
years for a repeat!

The Minus Face
New route activity in the Central Highlands was remarkably quiet, 

although the first winter ascent of Turkish (VII,7) on Number Five Gully 
Buttress on Ben Nevis in early January was a notable coup by Malcolm 
Bass, Simon Yearsley and Helen Rennard. Also in January, Donald King, 
Mike Pescod and Andy Nelson made the first ascent of Angels (VIII,9). 
This excellent new mixed route on the front face of Church Door Buttress 
on Bidean nam Bian in Glen Coe was climbed in rare good conditions of 
light winds, well rimed rock and usable ice. On Ben Nevis, Dave MacLeod 
made the first winter ascent of Orient Express (IX,9) in February with Adam 
Hughes. This tenuous looking winter line follows the summer E2 on the 
First Platform of North-East Buttress – a good venue for very snowy condi-
tions.

With a huge amount of snow lying on the Minus Face for most of the 
season, Ben Nevis regulars knew that when it consolidated then conditions 
would be exceptional. A swift thaw in early March followed by a brief high 
pressure was the perfect recipe to transform the mountain into a Christmas 
cake of rock-hard frozen snow. Iain Small and Uisdean Hawthorn were 
quickly on the scene to add Dark Star (VI,5), the much-eyed line of grooves 
on the left side of Astronomy, and the following day they joined up with 
Murdoch Jamieson to climb Minus One Superdirect (VII,6). This arche-
typical Nevis thin face climb links together the 1977 and 2010 routes and 
is the first winter route to climb the very crest of the much sought after 
Minus One Buttress. The star performers however were French guide Remi 
Thivel and Laurence Girard who had an outstanding two days when they 
climbed four routes including the second ascent of Shooting Star (VI,6) – the 
longest route on the Orion Face, and an early repeat of Point Blank (VII,6). 
Their highlights were the first ascent of Total Kheops (VI,6), the impres-
sive hanging groove cutting into the left flank on Minus One Buttress, and 
Remi’s solo of Urban Spaceman (VII,7) in a mind-boggling 40 minutes.

A deep thaw meant that these once in a lifetime conditions only lasted 
three days, but a heavy snowfall two weeks later brought the mixed routes 
on Carn Dearg Buttress into condition. Guy Robertson and Nick Bullock 
nipped in for a new VIII,7 direct finish to The Shield Direct, and Iain Small 
and Simon Richardson climbed From The Jaws of Defeat (VIII,8), a direct 
line up to, and through, the triangular headwall on the adjacent North 
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Wall of Carn Dearg. Soon afterwards a slow thaw set in, and by early 
April, the pristine white snows of Ben Nevis were rapidly disappearing into 
the raging Allt a’Mhuilinn en route to Loch Linnhe and the sea.

Iain Small moves through a bulge on From The Jaws of Defeat (VIII,8), Carn 
Dearg, Ben Nevis.(Simon Richardson)

LINDSAY GRIFFIN

Afghanistan 2013

Only two mountaineering expeditions are known to have operated 
in the Hindu Kush during the summer of 2013. There is an increas-

ingly widespread feeling that when NATO troops are withdrawn from the 
country in 2014, climbing in the Wakhan will quickly become untenable 
for foreigners. This could be the last mountaineering report from Afghani-
stan for a while. Hopefully not.

Alan Halewood returned to the mountains of the Pamir, this time with 
Richmond MacIntyre and Rich Parker. Halewood had climbed north-east 
of the Qara Jilga massif in 2010 and now wanted to attempt one of these 
summits. The team took the usual approach through Tajikistan, crossing 
into Afghanistan at Ishkashim, and driving east up the Wakhan Corridor to 
the roadhead at Sarhad-e-Boroghil. From here, they walked for seven days 
to a base camp at 4815m on the north side of the Qara Jilga. They acclima-
tized by checking out a couloir leading to the north ridge of the main top, 
climbing to the crest of this ridge at c. 5400m, and then descending prior 
to a summit attempt the following day. On the way down rockfall struck 
MacIntyre on the head, splitting his helmet and rendering him temporarily 

The Qara Jilga group from the north showing the line of the attempted route. 
Three of the four summits are visible, the fourth hidden in cloud on the left. The 
highest (6094m) is the visible summit furthest back. (Alan Halewood)


