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Scottish Winter 2017-18

Guy Robertson wrestling with the Great Cave during the first ascent  
of The Holy Grail (IX,10) on Buachaille Etive Mòr in Glen Coe. The route  
description comes with a serious health warning: ‘the crux moves may  

cause nausea and dizziness.’ (Greg Boswell)
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The sad demise of  Climb magazine signaled the end of  regular reporting 
of  Scottish winter climbing in the mountaineering press. The Internet, 

and social media in particular, has proved to be a more popular way of  com-
municating domestic climbing information. This is particularly valuable for 
the transitory nature of  the Scottish winter game where real-time condi-
tions can be communicated to a high number of  dedicated subscribers of  
climbing- related Facebook groups.

This wealth of  data brings both advantages and disadvantages. For exam-
ple, on-the-spot conditions reports and photographs has in recent winters 
boosted immensely the number of  successful traverses of  the Cuillin Ridge, 
once the holy grail of  Scottish winter outings. The downside is that instant 
conditions info can focus several parties on a single route when in the past 
they would have been more spread out over the Highlands.

The immediacy of  the Internet has also changed the definition of  what 
makes news. Nowadays it is not cutting-edge new routes that set cyberspace 
buzzing but events verging on spectacle. In this regard three achievements 
stand out from the 2018 season. The first was a new record time for a winter 
traverse of  the Cuillin Ridge by Uisdean Hawthorn in February. Uisdean 
casually mentioned his 4h 57m time on Facebook not intending to claim 
any record, but it was immediately noted as over an hour faster than Finlay 
Wild and Tim Gomersall’s time from two seasons before. Record keeping 
for summer traverses has been in place for several decades but record ing 
winter times is a recent phenomenon. It is interesting to speculate, but quasi- 
winter conditions of  hard névé on the more straightforward sections on  
the ridge and dry rock on the steeper pitches may yield even faster times in 
the future.

The second major event was Helen Rennard’s winter completion in  
23h 30m of  Tranter’s Round: the 19 Munros of  the Mamores, Grey Corries,  
Aonachs, Carn Mor Dearg and Ben Nevis. Not only was this the first  
completion by a woman, it was only the second time it had ever been done 
on foot in winter in under 24 hours. Although a significant part of  the 
challenge is travelling 58km with 6,000m of  ascent, the terrain is steep in 
places and the night navigation required in the depths of  winter makes it a 
significant mountaineering challenge. Rennard was rather surprised by the 
attention her round achieved, and it was ironic that she was applauded for 
a non-technical achievement, whilst her Scottish winter climbing record, 
easily the most impressive achieved by any female to date, has been largely 
ignored. But similar to the Cuillin Ridge, Tranter’s Round is something that 
many more people can relate and aspire to.

The third event was so mind boggling that it has to be classed as pure  
spectacle. In March, Dave Macleod completed his ‘24/8 Project’ which  
involved climbing a Font 8a+ boulder problem, an E8 trad route, an 8a 
sports climb, a Grade VIII winter route and eight Munros within 24 hours. 
The rock climbing was quickly dispatched in Glen Nevis and followed by a 
long haul up to the top of  Ben Nevis where Macleod and Iain Small climbed 
Frosty’s Vigil (VIII,8) near the top of  Observatory Gully. Then Macleod 
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walked over Carn Mor Dearg and the Grey Corries to his home at Roy 
Bridge. MacLeod has lived in Lochaber for over 10 years and his success 
relied not just on his outstanding talent but his deep knowledge of  the area. 
One wonders how many other British climbers currently have the skills to 
repeat such a feat.

From a winter climbing perspective the season had some of  the best ice 
conditions in recent years. This resulted in dozens of  ascents of  much-
prized routes such as Gully of  the Gods (VI,6) on Beinn Bhan as well as 
time-honoured classics like Crowberry Gully (IV,4) on Buachaille Etive Mòr 
in Glen Coe. Paradoxically, very icy winters do not always produce the most 
innovative or technically demanding ascents. There are so many outstand-
ing icy lines waiting for early repeats that even the most hardened mixed 
climbers are only too happy to ascend rarely formed ice routes if  they are 
in condition.

There are exceptions to the rule however, and the irrepressible Andy  
Nisbet added a series of  excellent climbs to the north-west face of  Ben 
Hope in the far north. Ben Hope is Scotland’s second biggest cliff, at around  
500m high and 2.5km long, so it is rather surprising that it is only now being  
thoroughly explored. Six hundred metre-long routes such as Blue River 
(IV,4) climbed with Dave McGimpsey and Turf  Factor (IV,4) with Steve 
Perry and Jonathan Preston will undoubtedly attract repeat ascents in the 
near future, especially when you factor in colder weather at the northern  
tip of  the country and the short approach.

Other important ascents include two very difficult mixed climbs in Glen 
Coe by Greg Boswell and Guy Robertson. The Holy Grail (IX,11), which 
was hailed as ‘one of  the best grade IXs in Scotland’, takes the very steep 
crack-line on the right side of  Slime Wall on Buachaille Etive Mòr. Equally 
impressive was The Lost Arrow (X,10) on Church Door Buttress on Bidean, 
a direct ascent of  the main front face of  the crag that had previously been 
the preserve of  high standard summer routes.

Iain Small and Murdoch Jamieson also had a productive time in Glen Coe 
with the first winter ascent of  En Garde (IX,9) on Stob Coire nan Lochan  
and a winter version of  the Trapeze on Aonach Dubh. This spectacular and 
as yet unnamed route, sits high up in the Grade VIII/IX category. The same 
pair also added a difficult Grade IX to the Rogue’s Rib area in Coire na Ciste 
on Ben Nevis.

One of  the most pleasing aspects of  the season was a number of  new 
faces pioneering new routes. Tim Miller had a good winter with first winter 
ascents of  Dingle (VII,7) on the Buachaille with Callum Hicks and Punter’s  
Crack (VIII,9) on The Cobbler with Martin McKenna, and visiting Polish 
climber Kacper Tekiele added the testing Wolf  Whistle (VII,7) and Jaws 
(VII,7) on Lurcher’s Crag in the Cairngorms in the company of  Andy Nis-
bet and Sandy Allan.

Other younger climbers establishing themselves as the pioneers of  the 
future include Michael Barnard, who ranged far and wide with new routes 
from the Northern Highlands to Glen Coe with Doug Bartholomew and 
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Steve Holmes leading The Orphan (VII,8) on Buachaille Etive Mòr in Glen Coe. 
Heavy snow conditions meant that accessing the route via Curved Ridge was  
a mini-expedition in itself. (Duncan Curry)

John MacLean. Steve Holmes added Optimist’s Arete (VI,6) on Ben Nevis 
with Ken Applegate and made the first winter ascent of  The Orphan (VII,8) 
on Crowberry Ridge on Buachaille Etive Mòr in difficult snowy conditions 
with Duncan Curry and Hannah Evans. With enthusiasm like this, the  
future of  Scottish winter climbing is well assured.


