
39. 0372

WHAT'S IN A NAME? 

ERIC BYNE

Nearly every keen rock climber will at some period during his 
career purchase a guide book, the main reason being that with its 
help he may discover the delights of many climbs he has hitherto 
not touched, though there are others to whom the purchase may be 
a means of increasing their repertoire of hard new routes, and yet 
others of more modest requirements for whom the purchase supplies 
a means of checking up on the progress or otherwise of their 
climbing achievements. It is hoped that this article will be able 
to introduce you to another, probably unthought-of use for guide 
books, and that is to be read, perhaps dissected, maybe even argued 
about and may we hope? enjoyed.

Having written the odd guide book or two, the writer suspects 
that his own interest in the naming of climbs may have thus been 
quickened, and is more than academic, though he asks you to 
believe that it can be a really fascinating subject, especially to one 
who, as a cragsman, has spent many comfortable pipe-smoking 
hours in nooks on delectable cliffs, arguing about what the new route 
should be called.

We are all familiar with the old 'Tried and Trues,' the Great 
Gullies, Holly Bush Cracks, Black Clefts, Deep Chimneys, and 
the usual ribs and aretes which, it may almost be said, define a 
period of English climbing history. For a long time these traditional 
guide book names have stood us in good stead and, like the smell 
of old climbing ropes and the scrape of boot nails, remain gripped 
in our memories, much as our frames have often been gripped in 
the aforesaid Gullies, Cracks and Clefts when, tempted by their 
romantic names, we have ventured within them.

What climber can deny the grandness and appositeness of such 
names as Gashed Crag, Grooved Arete, Amphitheatre Buttress 
and Horned Crag? lovely names all of them, descriptive and clear, 
comprehending the very climbs themselves in one fell swoop of 
clairvoyance but, in the very act of naming, divesting name and 
climb at once of all sense of mystery. Let us admit that these names 
belong to the climbs, have belonged for all eternity. We humans 
have merely uttered them! Can anyone say that the Gashed Crag
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or the Grooved Arete could have been named otherwise? Can what 
is so obviously ordained be improved upon?

These names are not the ones I wish to write about in this 
article, they cause no puzzlement, hardly arouse interest, and 
certainly cannot be argued about. There are, however, many 
names whose origin is not so obvious at first sight, names which have 
an aura of mystery about them which makes us wonder how they 
arose, and it is about the origins of a few examples of these that I 
wish to write. They can be revealing too; some show much original 
forethought, others considerable individuality, and some tell us 
something of the character of the man who pioneered the climb.

Though Wales provides many interesting examples of naming  
such as Noah's Warning, so called because of the threatened deluge 
that promised to sweep its pioneer off the cliff it is to the Peak 
District that I will turn in search of ingenious nomenclature, since 
in this district are to be found more climbs than anywhere else in 
Britain and, if I may be permitted to say so, I believe the "Gritstoner" 
has used greater subtlety and humour in his naming than character 
ises naming in other districts.

The first to come to mind, though neither subtle nor humorous, 
is The President's Wall, on Gardom's Edge, perhaps because it 
reminds me of our old friend Cyril Machin, who was president of 
the Oread M.C. during 1949. The Wall was named in honour of 
Cyril before it was climbed, and many tried to force the first ascent 
and failed, until, finally, Cyril himself took up the challenge. He 
made many attempts on a raw November morning, first in nails, 
then successively in rubbers, socks and, eventually bare feet. 
Exhausted at last, and with feet much abused by the harsh rock, he 
had to be lowered off the Wall, only to be sick at the bottom after 
an awe-inspiring display of his typical determination to conquer. 
Happy to say that at a later date he returned to the attack, and the 
Wall finally became his in fact, as well as in name.

Another climb in this area that is worthy of mention can be 
found on the nearby Chatsworth Edge, the description of which 
can be found in the Sheffield Area Gritstone Guide, Page 161, Climb 
No. 2 the 'Choked Chimney.' At the end of this description is 
written: " The right wall of the angle gives a fine looking crack 
which overhangs considerably and promises more to the eye than 
it surrenders to the hand. So far it has proved impossible."
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That was in 1949. Now the crack is called "The Puppet," 
(the reason for which will soon appear) since the indomitable pioneer, 
Joe Brown, in his search for impossibles, opened a route through it. 
Without a doubt the climb is unique, and a hard V.S.

On one portion it was necessary to adopt a layback posture in 
an unnatural position which was even then only made possible for 
Brown, who was leading, by his second, M. T. Sorrell, pulling on the 
rope and holding him in position from below. Unfortunately, 
such a manoeuvre meant that the climb was only possible for a 
leader, as no second man could follow without someone behind him 
to render a like service.

The Staffordshire Roches with their wonderful high buttresses, 
offered numerous possibilities to a man like Brown who, accom 
panied by his friend Willans, was attracted by the tremendous 
overhang which shadows the Great Slab, and here was invented 
The Sloth, perhaps the most spectacular climb in the British Isles. 
This overhang, some fifty feet above the ground, has one obvious 
weakness, a thin crack (just wide enough for the hands and feet), 
which cleaves it deeply in the centre, and up this lies the route.

The appearance of this climb is formidable, and appears im 
possible even with a rope ladder. On this occasion Willans won 
the toss, and took the lead. First the fifty foot slab was climbed to 
the pulpit of the Pedestal, and so to the overhang itself, where a 
sling was placed round a spike. The leader then stood in the sling 
and made a long stride to the right in order to reach a flake hold. 
This was sufficient to enable a swing out whilst the feet were jammed 
in the crack. The climber's position was now completely Sloth-like, 
and fifty feet above the ground, under the overhang.

Incredible as it may seem, the leader now moved outwards and 
upwards over the lip of the overhang entirely by hand jamming! 
Quite calmly and with great confidence he pulled upwards and, still 
jamming, followed the crack line to a block where a running belay 
was engineered to safeguard him for the final forty feet of exposed 
wall. So fell the impossible in 1952! A far cry from those days, 
some 30 years ago, when A. S. Pigott and Morley Wood began to 
open up the Roches as a climbing ground. Then the upper tier was 
found to be untouched except for Jeffcoat's Chimney. Such good 
luck seemed almost unbelievable and one can quite easily imagine
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them rubbing hands with glee and gazing entranced at the lofty mass 
of virgin rock which lay exposed before their predatory eyes. The 
pounce was not long delayed, for that was the day that saw Morley 
Wood work out the routes on the Pedestal Slab.

Bachelor's Buttress was discovered and led brilliantly by Fred 
Pigott. " The name of this climb," said Morley Wood," is, of course, 
a misnomer, as the climb is severe, unsuitable for bachelors, and 
should be strictly reserved for married men and others used to 
taking risks."

Pigott, slim and wiry, was reputed to be the leader of a band 
of climbing toughs, The Black and Tans, nearly all members of the 
Stockport Lacrosse Club, and their climbing days, although brief 
and spasmodic, did result in some exciting times, including on one 
happy day at the Roches, the climb which now bears the name, 
the 100 foot Black and Tans climb. Previously Pigott and Wood 
had spent much energy in the mopping up operations on Stanage 
High Neb, along with Dr. Rice K. Evans, the American Vice-Consul 
at Sheffield, and this was the period which saw the American doctor 
father the climbing term "to layback," an expression now in universal 
use.

Cuts.*. MO CORNER,

"/HE. ROCHES.- UPPE.R 77eJ?"
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Other Rucksackers had explored Stanage many years before 
and had left behind a name which was for long a puzzle  
Helfenstein's Struggle. This is a gully climb which although not 
first ascended until 1932, nevertheless received its name as far back 
as 1913, and thereby hangs a tale. During that period, F. C. 
Aldous and Claude Worthington, two remarkably fine climbers of 
considerable skill and experience on our higher crags and the Swiss 
Alps, were leaders of a small band of Stanage enthusiasts among 
whom could be found Alf Schaanning, the Norwegian, and W. A. 
Boyd, the bird watcher, and, on one special occasion, the man, 
Helfenstein. The last-named, a very tall willowy person, had never 
previously climbed in this country, although he was reputed to be an 
experienced alpinist in his native Switzerland. It was Aldous who 
discovered the gully and made many fruitless attempts to lead it. 
Nowadays one climbs the left wall until it is found possible to adopt 
a precarious bridging technique, by means of which the exposed 
capstone is reached and passed. The exposure is considerable for 
a gritstone climb of this type, and this may have persuaded these 
early explorers to retire in good order.

However, the Swiss, Helfenstein, protested strongly. Having 
spotted a small skylight, he was convinced of a through route and 
would not be persuaded to leave well alone. The hole was small 
and the Continental slim, but gritstone is rough and its grip tenacious, 
and when he was halfway through the hole he jammed. It took 
some time for the whole party to free him, some pushing from 
behind, others pulling from the front, and one even hauling on a rope 
threaded under the unfortunate man's armpits. So ended, exhausted 
and spluttering, Helfenstein's Struggle, his first and last climb in 
this country, for he never again climbed on English crags.

Not so far away from Stanage lies Rivelin Edge, dominated by 
its impressive Needle. Many M.A.M. members will, perhaps, 
recall that in a previous Journal, under a chapter entitled " My 
Unconquerables," I wrote of my own successful attempt at forcing 
the south east corner of this fine pinnacle in 1935. This was done 
with the aid of two pitons, and when these were withdrawn, we 
found the route impossible. So it was left for a future generation 
and the route lay neglected until 1954 when along came J. Brown, 
who proved that it could be led clean, and also that the north east 
corner could be climbed.

A further route, with the aid of a few pegs, was added by the 
Sheffield University trio, R. A. Brown, D. Wooller and F. Fitzgerald. 
This invention they named Croton Oil, and the climb lies up the
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long vertical valley face of the 
needle. The name (after a violent 
purgative grown in the tropics) is 
very appropriate, and aptly des 
cribes its standard. This is also 
true of another route on this edge, 
a climb which bears the picturesque 
title of Sweet Aloes.

So one can pursue this fas 
cinating study of the naming of 
climbs with such examples as 
Moneylender's Crack on Kinder- 
scout's Nether Tor, so called 
because it makes the climber pay 
with interest for favours received. 
Guillotine Groove and the Tum 
bril on the new climbing ground 
of Laurence Field, so named 
because of the young lady who sat 
at the bottom and knitted whilst 
the climbers explored the rock. The Man of God on the mag 
nificent newly-discovered edge of Harecliffe Roches, a severe crack 
climb leading to an arid area above, is so called because after 
climbing up the crack one finds oneself alone and like the Man of 
God, meditating in the wilderness. Blue Defile at Wharncliffe, a 
1933 invention by Tom Stobart, the Everest photographer, gets its 
name from a modification of Stobart's description given as he pulled 
over the final capstone. Pint of Beer at Shining Clough, Bleaklow, 
reputed to be severe if you can do it, and much easier if you can't, 
is so called because of the standing bet the original explorers of the 
crag are prepared to have with anyone who cares to try it. It is 
said that several well known Manchester University Mountaineering 
Club experts existed for years on free beer which they received 
from many deluded innocents.

One could write a lot on this subject of climbing names, but 
fortunately for you, space is limited, and the writer thinks that, in 
any case, sufficient has been written to have either interested you 
or not in this subject. Perhaps it will even persuade you to take 
out that dog-eared guide book which you haven't looked at for so 
long just to try this new and exciting game of actually reading it.
(Note: Joe Brown, mentioned in this article, was at the time of writing, with the 

1955 Kangchenjunga Expedition which succeeded so magnificently in reaching 
the summit.)
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