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JOHN CLEARE

1967: One Old Man 
Recalls Another

It all began 51 years ago in a Holyhead pub. Alan Chivers, ‘Chiv’, head of  
BBC TV Outside Broadcasting, joined a group of  climbers and television 

engineers refreshing themselves after the live broadcast from Craig Gogarth. 
‘Gather round, fellows,’ he called, ‘the DG’s been on the blower. He says 

well done and he wants another climb for next year. But where? Any ideas?’
‘There’s a bluidy great sea stack up in the Northern Isles,’ suggested that 

doyen of  Scottish mountaineering Tom Patey. ‘’Tis 400ft high and virgin. 
I’ll do some research …’

Come the autumn and the Old Man of  Hoy was no longer virgin. In the  
summer Tom had persuaded Rusty Baillie and Chris Bonington up to  
the island of  Hoy in the Orkney archipelago, where they had climbed the 
slender 450ft rock pillar that stands off  Hoy’s intimidating western cliffs. 

on their journey. The treatment of  the mountain is vague, in part to the  
weather and changing light but also, one senses, as a simplification of  the 
many gullies and buttresses that seam the north face of  the mountain.  
The painting is not just about the mountain but about being in the moun-
tains of  the West Highlands where changeable weather systems still make 
conditions difficult for the traveller on foot or the mountaineer. The image 
is at once an invitation to explore this wild environment and a warning that 
it is no easy tourist experience. Glen Coe is open and approachable but  
the traveller must be well prepared.

Whatever influences there may have been in his work his highly indivi-
dual approach to Scottish landscape painting and, in particular, Highland 
and mountain scenery, with a truth and understanding that hitherto had 
been absent. During his lifetime ‘he was fortunate that his fondness for 
painting the wilder parts of  his country coincided with public taste’27 but 
his legacy of  mountain landscapes, so thoroughly explored, still exhibits  
the clear, cold blustery freshness any climber might meet in Glen Coe.

27. S Smith, Horatio McCulloch 1805-1867, Glasgow, Glasgow Museums and Galleries, 1988, p22.

William Daniell visited the Old Man of Hoy in 1815 during his epic journey 
around the coast of Britain, completed over the period 1813 to 1823. Daniell 
(1769–1837) was an English landscape and marine painter, and printmaker,  

notable for his work in aquatint. He travelled extensively in India in the 
company of his uncle Thomas Daniell, with whom he collaborated on one  

of the finest illustrated works of the period: Oriental Scenery.
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The rock – Devonian Old Red Sandstone – was poor, aid and Yosemite-style 
rope tactics had been used, and Rusty, who had led the crux, a bottomless, 
overhanging crack, had graded the climb XS/A3. The climb itself  would go, 
and as Chris’ photographs demonstrated, the location was indeed spectacu-
lar. The logistics appeared daunting.

Tom researched in depth, and in the autumn, after a few days in Ullapool, 
he entrusted me with the result to deliver to Chris Brasher at the Beeb.  
Tom’s Bumper Fun Book was a foolscap-sized scrapbook, reinforced with 
pink NHS adhesive plaster, containing page after page of  pasted cuttings 
from ferry timetables, information flyers, The Orcadian newspaper and  
photocopies of  maps, ancient and modern, annotated by Tom’s spidery 
handwriting. It detailed the history of  the Old Man; an Elizabethan map 
indicated merely a fortified site at the tip of  a narrow peninsula, but over 
the centuries caves had become tunnels and then arches, and in due course a 
free-standing stack was born, though it resembled more a horse than a man. 
By 1815, however, the horse’s rump had fallen away and a recognisable  
Old Man had appeared, albeit with two legs. Only later did documented 
storms create the pillar we know today. Tom listed the name and phone 
number of  every Orcadian who might be useful and every facility that 
might be required, notably Jack Rendell, the crofter at Rackwick, nearest 
habitation to the Old Man, who held the key to the old schoolhouse, now 
a primitive hostel for birdwatchers. There were even notes on Hoy birdlife: 
apparently the bonxies or great skuas could be troublesome. He suggested 
an engineering firm adept at moving heavy equipment to remote Highland 
construction sites. An historic document if  ever there was, it became one  
of  Brasher’s prize possessions.

All very well, but was it possible to get a television signal back from the 
remote cliff-top? In January 1967 I flew up to Orkney with Alan Chivers, 
Brasher and several BBC engineers, where we met Tom and on one short, 
dark winter’s day we crossed over to Hoy where he led us over the hills to 
the Old Man. I climbed down to the shore to take photographs while the 
engineers confirmed that if  we could drive the cameras, they could get the 
transmission back into the national system. The wheels started to turn in 
earnest and a broadcast was scheduled for early July.

In April the BBC organised a climbing reconnaissance. We flew up from 
London in a chartered eight-seater de Haviland Dove, collecting Rusty  
Baillie en route in Glasgow and Tom in Inverness. Tom would be bringing  
his secret new rope-mate, rumoured to be a vivacious brunette. Among  
other tasks, we were to climb high on the Old Man so that I could shoot  
the necessary promotional pictures, and confirm my suggestion that two new 
routes should be attempted concurrent with the original one. Much of  rock 
climbing can be painfully slow, and this would guarantee that the director 
could, in real time, cut to ‘exciting action’ on one route or another. With  
little room for baggage, we’d arranged that I would bring my cameras;  
Rusty, knowing exactly what was required, would organise the ironmongery,  
while Tom and his mysterious new friend would contribute plenty of  rope.

At Inverness our expectations were dashed. Sydney was no lithe climbing 
lass but a lean, weather-beaten, rugged-looking clergyman with a wry laugh 
and an accent that melded East Lancashire with Aberdeen. As an Anglican  
missionary on Baffin Island, based at Great Whale River, he had done  
several new routes solo. As chaplain at Peterhead Prison he was indeed a 
hard man, and Tom took great delight in explaining how they had met.  
Perusing the Press & Journal while awaiting ‘customers’ in his Ullapool 
surgery, a report caught his eye telling how a certain clerical gentleman, 
a keen solo climber, had recently survived a fall of  several hundred feet  
on snow-plastered Lochnagar and had walked away without a scratch,  

Going, going, not yet gone: a view from sea level taken in 1967. (All images 
John Cleare)
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attributing his survival to watchful angels. Ever ready to embrace new  
technology, Tom reckoned he’d be a useful rope mate, insurance as it were, 
and made contact. And now Syd was part of  our team.

At the foot of  the Old Man we broke out the gear: a limited selection of  
pegs and bongs, jumars, krabs, several bolts and a couple of  coins de bois.  
Tom uncoiled two well-used 30m climbing ropes and from his sack  
Sydney emptied several hundred feet of  orange 5mm fisherman’s poly-
propylene line.

‘That’s not proper rope,’ protested Rusty. ‘It’s string. I’m not climbing  
on that.’

‘Och, it’s fine fur abseiling provided yer dinna pause,’ Sydney countered, 
‘Ah thought it better tae have too much rope than too little!’

I got my pictures, both on the spectacular crux of  the original east face 
route, and also on the south-east arête, which we established was certainly 
possible. We ventured a little way up the south face and that too appeared 
viable. The climbing was essentially vertical, very strenuous and very  
fingery, the characteristic horizontal weathering providing plenty of  round-
ed, sand-lubricated holds with frequent thin flutings that would snap off  
like digestive biscuit. The most reliable protection seemed to be horizontally 
placed bongs. No one actually trusted Sydney’s polypropylene line so we 
caught no glimpses of  angels.

Detailed planning now began: Chris Bonington with Tom Patey as his 
foil would repeat the east face, carefully rehearsed and timed. Simultan-
eously Pete Crew and Dougal Haston, who happened to be in training for 
their forthcoming attempt on Cerro Torre, would be pointed at the virgin 
south-east arête while Joe Brown with his foil, Ian McNaught-Davis, would 
attempt the blank wall of  the south face. Everything would be visible to the 
half  dozen outside-broadcast cameras placed at strategic positions around 
and below the grassy cliff-top opposite. Meanwhile, with portable radio 
cameras, Hamish MacInnes aided by Ian Clough and Pete Biven, would 
shoot close-ups from prepared stances on the east face, while Rusty and I 
would grab what close-ups we could on the arête and the south face. The 
live broadcast would run over two days as a sequence of  ‘slots’, allowing the 
delights both of  bivouacking and abseiling to be demonstrated. Sydney was 
appointed chief  sherpa.

Logistically it was the most ambitious exercise the BBC had ever under-
taken. Embarked on army landing craft, a convoy of  large vehicles – the 
complete Scottish Outside Broadcast Unit – sailed from the Clyde up to 
the great Orkney anchorage of  Scapa Flow, to come ashore at Lyness, an 
abandoned naval base on Hoy’s gentle eastern shore. Some 12 miles of  
narrow lanes led to the sheltered bay of  Rackwick, the almost deserted  
crofting settlement in the only gap in Hoy’s western cliffs, where the trucks 

Left: Some of the climbers warmed  
up for the live broadcast on Hoy with  
the first ascent of Yesnaby Castle,  
off the west coast of Orkney Mainland. 
Rev Sydney Wilkinson making the 
Tyrolean back to shore.

Above: A tractor towing BBC TV 
equipment from Rackwick up to the 
cliff-top. Hamish MacInnes rides 
shotgun.

Right: Dougal Haston on the south-east 
arête, left, with Chris Bonington on the 
long crack pitch on the east face.
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were ‘gutted’ and their contents 
loaded onto large sledges to be 
hauled by a powerful caterpillar  
tractor two miles up steep rock-
strewn slopes and over a boggy 750ft 
col to the cliff  edge. Here the BBC 
reassembled their equipment to  
create an editorial control room in 
several large tents, erected by the 
army and hopefully storm-proof.  
It was all very impressive.

We assembled in Orkney at the 
end of  June, Ian Clough and I with 
our wives, and with Peter Gillman  
of  the Sunday Times to keep the  

nation informed. We pitched our tents in the meadow beside the old school 
hostel at Rackwick. A platoon of  Scots Guards, fresh from the Borneo  
jungle, had been loaned to the BBC, presumably disguised as an ‘R and R’ 
exercise, and they’d pitched a large mess tent where army cooks were to 
keep us fed and watered. Two young subalterns, resplendent in their tweed 
knickerbockers, went off  rabbiting with their shotguns. Almost immediately  
the Old Man had two ascents, one by Joe and Pete who confirmed our 
earlier reconnaissance with an abseil descent of  the south face, and one by 
Rusty and I to organise safe belays, a crucial task, for the untrustworthy 
rock was to see heavy and hurried traffic both up and down. The abseil 
points in particular required serious preparation and we fitted a strop of  
steel cable round the lower summit to replace loose blocks before placing 
one of  Rusty’s long three-eighth of  an inch bolts at each stance.

While the planned new routes were correctly billed as unclimbed, so as 
to keep moving over the three spectacular small roofs at the start of  the 
arête on the big day, Haston spent some time drilling the several points 
of  aid required. Joe, however, having made his recce, was happy to leave  
the south face until transmission. The east face original route was to be 
the ‘control’, and consequently needed careful preparation; Chris and  
Tom were scheduled to be climbing certain moves at specific moments,  
so rehearsal and timing were essential. Chris repeated the overhanging 
crack crux several times, removing loose rock, organising decent protection 
and reducing Rusty’s original A3 grade to a free E1.

We’d recruited five climbing friends to join Sydney’s sherpas, and they 
were kept busy, carving out camera platforms on the facing cliffs, fixing 
ropes down to the shore and laying cables. The day’s work done, Sydney 
was keen to climb the Old Man himself  but there was a peculiar reluctance 
to rope up with him. Eventually, the fell-runner Eric Beard, ‘Beardie’, took 
pity and offered his services, but as the day wore on his scepticism about 
angelic involvement overtook his valour; he confided his fears to Tom. Ever 
ready with a cure, the good doctor contrived a ‘rock fall’ and Beardie was 
despatched to Stromness hospital for a check-up.

After a week Alan Chivers was happy that we were ready to roll, so we 
all sailed off  across Scapa Flow to Stromness – Tom Patey’s Venice of  the 
North – for a rest. But there was still work to do: Chiv’s game plan required  
filming a trailer, although climbing elsewhere, for transmission on the 
evening prior to the weekend jollies on the Old Man itself. Thus we spent a 
leisurely day a few miles up the coast from Stromness at Yesnaby where the 
Castle, a spectacular virgin sea stack shaped like an inverted wedge, stood a 
rope-length off  100ft cliffs. Rusty led the assault, abseiling into the choppy 
sea and swimming across to the stack. Sydney joined him and they fixed  
a steeply sloping Tyrolean which Joe descended dry-shod to lead the 
climb. A Tyrolean from the summit delivered all three back to terra firma.  
The angels stood down and the hotel in Stromness ran out of  beer.

Haston at work on pitch two of the 
south-east arête.

With God on our side. The Anglican missionary Sydney Wilkinson belaying Rusty 
Baillie on the east face in April 1967 during a preparatory visit ahead of filming.
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Despite wind and damp, overcast weather, the live broadcasts on Sat-
urday afternoon and evening went according to plan: it was almost an  
anti-climax. On the east face Chris powered his way up the overhanging 
crack, leaving Tom to repeat the spectacular swing far out into space of  the 
first ascent before jumaring up the hanging rope Yosemite-style, gushing  
repartee the while. On the south face, linked by stiff  co-axial cable and 
weighed down with heavy radio-camera backpacks, walkie-talkies and 
climbing gear, Rusty and I were thankful when Joe and Mac reached ‘the 
mouth’, the shallow bivouac cave in the sandstone flutings on the far side 
of  the face, and we could abseil off  and then trudge back up fixed ropes to 
the cliff-top in the drizzly gloaming. Joined by Tom and Chris and Hamish’s 
camera crew, we watched the final floodlit shots of  the Old Man as the two 
bivouacked parties settled down for the night on their ledges, amply provi-
sioned, we knew, with goodies and plenty of  scotch, before we left to enjoy 
our own steak and chips, army-style, with appropriate refreshment.

Next day the sequence of  live transmissions continued in better weather.  
Despite the night’s drizzle even the bivouackers were in good form, all 
went according to plan and millions of  television viewers sat glued to their 
screens. By the time our radio camera broke down, the climbers had all  
disappeared from view anyway, so we lowered off  the gear and traversing 

onto the east face joined the others on the summit. There was one final 
transmission to go and an hour to kill.

The Old Man has two summits separated by a small cleft where the final 
pitch on the east face – a perfect dièdre – meets the top of  a chimney system 
on the west face. Sooner or later this is where the pillar will split in two 
and stepping across requires a steady head. The slightly higher summit is 
almost square, the lower considerably larger and slightly sloping; in 1967 
both were still covered in grass, heather and wild flowers and on the latter 
the team were disporting themselves amid a tangle of  ropes. Somehow the 
wherewithal materialised and Rusty soon had a stove going in a sheltered 
cranny, a brew on the way.

I’m not sure who first noticed the smoke or who caused it: Tom, Joe and 
Pete were all smokers. It drifted up from a heather clump and with ropes  
all over the place there was general consternation before Chris stamped out 
the flames.

‘An old Hieland custom,’ explained Tom, looking guilty. ‘The clan war-
riors would celebrate a victory by firing the heather.’ No one was amused.

The final transmission was billed to be a 400ft free abseil from the  
summit, claimed to be the world’s longest ever, and Joe had been volun-
teered to brave it, a fact of  which he seemed unaware. Hamish had supplied 
a special non-stretch mountain rescue rope for the purpose, and sherpas 
tied off  the lower end to boulders some way out from the Old Man’s foot. 
Fearing that friction from a regular device might melt the rope, Hamish  
had constructed a secret weapon which he now produced with a flourish 
from his rucksack. It resembled a sort-of  overgrown block and tackle built 
of  heat dissipating plates of  some strange material.

Joe took a look at it. ‘Yer want me ter go down on that?’ he protested.  
‘It’s almost as big as me.’ Chris stepped in.

‘That’s okay, Joe, I’d like to do it.’ Joe bowed out gracefully. It was never-
theless a very circumspect Bonington who stepped gingerly off  the summit 
of  the Old Man to slide slowly down and away into the Orcadian dusk. The 
Old Man of  Hoy had claimed its first entry in the record books.

Twenty-three years later I repeated the climb with Mike Banks and was 
taken aback to discover that Rusty’s three-eighths of  an inch abseil bolts 
had rusted away to three-sixteenths. It happens to us all, even the Old Man.

Waiting for the final transmission, the stars of the 1967 broadcast, clockwise 
from Dougal Haston, who is lying down looking a the camera, Tom Patey,  
Ian McNaught-Davis, Joe Brown, Pete Crew, Chris Bonington and Pete Biven, 
who was working on Hamish MacInnes’ team. MacInnes and Baillie were down 
below, de-rigging their camera position. Smoke is visible from the burning 
heather that almost got out of hand.


