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THE WAY TO THE GATES
ALAN KRAGH

" Well, that was quite straightforward ", said Brian after we 
had done Brant. " We'll do Slape next time." Peter assented brightly, 
but I wondered if he shared my misgivings; for Brant had alarmed 
me and I thought we should consolidate a little before attempting 
something harder. Brian's "Programme", however, progressed 
ineluctably up the climbing grades. And it was at this point that I 
nearly abandoned it, for Slape alarmed me even more than Brant.

I had climbed V.Diffs. for years, and frightened myself on them 
sometimes, before I met Brian and Peter who claimed to have 
discovered a simple formula for improving their climbing. All that 
was necessary, it seemed, was to climb something a little harder each 
time. I thought their logic unsound but I joined up with them and 
certainly their method seemed to work at first. We worried our way 
up the climbs when they seemed too hard and usually one of us 
would manage eventually to lead an awkward pitch when defeat 
seemed imminent.

But after Slape I had had enough of scaring myself and resolved 
I would do so no more. It seemed, I thought, that I had reached my 
limits. After all I would never have dreamed at one time of attempting 
Hard V.S. climbs (in the classification of that time). Anything 
harder was unthinkable, and I wondered if Brian and Peter could be 
serious with their talk of Extremes. I would give up the whole crazy 
struggle, I decided; I would return to easier, enjoyable climbing and 
be satisfied. But it was no good. I wasn't satisfied. And when I met 
Brian again, I found myself, after a couple of drinks, talking ani 
matedly about next season's programme as though it was all quite 
reasonable. The next day the whole idea seemed as crazy as ever, 
but I resolved to go into training.

I devoted the winter to finger-tip pull-ups, hundreds a day 
sometimes, and in the early spring made several visits to Harrison 
rocks. When I returned to Wales I discovered a new confidence. 
Harder routes than those of the previous year seemed to go with 
much greater ease. When I led another friend, Tom, up Brant, I found 
myself moving calmly and confidently where only the previous year 
I had been struggling desperately. I was puzzled at first at the change, 
and concluded finally that it was largely a matter of confidence. To 
exaggerate only slightly, a move is as hard as you think it is. Many a 
steady climber must have all the qualifications necessary for doing 
very much harder routes, except one: the belief that he can do them. 
The problem rests in acquiring the belief. A little finger strength is,
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however, a great booster of confidence for it removes that most 
insidious cause of bad climbing in steep places: the fear that one's 
strength will give out.

During the winter following this successful season I swung up 
and down methodically on my office doorway with renewed deter 
mination and with hopes of further progress. But in the spring I 
rather unexpectedly got engaged and found I had few week-ends to 
spare for climbing with Brian and Peter. When I finally arranged to 
meet Brian he was already one or two climbs ahead of me, but he 
agreed to repeat Spectre to give me a chance to warm up before 
attempting Cemetery Gates. Climbing the latter meant, as far as I was 
concerned, missing a few steps in the programme and perhaps 
abandoning my principles of not scaring myself. But circumstances 
were different and I decided, with considerable misgivings, to see 
how the climb went.

Brian had been to a party the previous night and had had only a 
couple of hours sleep, so I agreed to lead Spectre. I had done a 
harder climb the previous year and was confident enough since I had 
attempted Spectre twice before and it seemed familiar and friendly. 
On the first of the previous attempts the three of us, one evening when 
we were rather tired, spent an hour or two dithering on the crux pitch, 
trying to get up the crack leading to "The Traverse", while an 
audience of tigers camped below looked on, derisively I thought. 
Finally, after I had fallen the full length of the crack on to ajammed- 
knot runner (so they do hold !), we abandoned it. The next morning 
we observed a "No Waiting" notice on the peg above the crack and 
hadn't the face to try again. On the second more encouraging 
occasion I had been climbing with Tom, who had never heard of the 
notorious traverse, so when he had taken the first steps round the 
corner where he had seen me disappear and had reached the middle 
of the traverse, he followed my encouraging cries and tried to head 
directly upwards. It is impossible, I suspect, but 1 was amazed how 
long he managed to stay there before he fell off.

My final attempt was quick and uneventful except for a lot of 
unwonted scuffling and panting from Brian who was still suffering 
from the ill effects of the previous night. 1 had expected the traverse 
to seem easier, for I thought I remembered the whereabouts of a hold 
half-way along from which I had previously extricated myself from 
what Tom calls the plaque position, but it seemed to have disappeared. 
However, 1 was able to subdue a lurking panic and to resist the desire 
to press on regardless, with the thought that Tom had stayed there a 
minute or two before he fell off. And in fact if one looks carefully, one 
can find holds that are just adequate.
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I was pleased enough with my performance but was not at all 
sure that my confidence would withstand the jump in standard to 
Cemetery Gates the next day, and sure enough I found myself a prey 
to gloomy forebodings in bed that night. "The Gates" is a Brown and 
Willans route that takes a crack up the right-hand wall of Cenotaph 
Corner. It is a good Extremely Severe even under the new system of 
classification. It is, however, generally considered easier than the 
Corner; some think much easier; but some do not and tell dis 
quieting stories. An acquaintance of mine who had done the route 
told me he was never more scared than at the first belay with an 
eminent climber "dicing above him". The more I thought of this belay 
in bed that night, the more my confidence ebbed away.

So the next day I found myself plodding up to the Cromlech 
with a profound sinking feeling in my stomach. Brian's performance 
the day before had not exactly left him confident but he seemed to 
be as full of resolution as ever. Peter had joined us but the climb 
wasn't suitable for three and he wouldn't rob me of my chance now 
that I had less opportunity for getting to Wales; yet I don't think he 
looked all that disappointed. So there was no reprieve. I suggested 
that Brian should lead the hardest pitch since he had not, like me, 
left out the intervening steps in the programme. He disputed this 
on the grounds of our respective forms the previous day, but did not 
push the point since, I suspect, he had heard tales of the first belay too.

I set off apprehensively to look at the first pitch. The wall, 
which was vertical, looked impossible to start, but after descending 
to the right I could see an encouraging line heading upwards and 
back again. After twenty feet of amiable climbing, barely V.S., the 
line stopped short at an overhung niche. The overhang looked very 
bare except for a prominent jug a few feet out of reach. I very soon 
came to the conclusion that I wasn't proceeding any further without 
a good runner, but all the spikes at the foot of the niche were loose. 
I was in something of a dilemma, for if I descended and left the pitch 
to Brian I would subsequently be faced with the second and harder 
pitch. Finally I adopted the obvious solution and threw a sling over 
the prominent jug. I am not normally so slow in these matters and in 
fact it turned out to be the standard procedure at this point. Thus 
protected, I clawed my way up a few feet on small finger holds, 
transferred a hand rather quickly to the jug and then muscled up 
with both hands on it to reach the crack which forms the only line of 
weakness up the wall. I was disconcerted to find that I couldn't stand 
up without taking a lot of weight on my arms, so I moved on again on 
good holds, only to find that I still couldn't rest. And so it went on 
until I managed to wedge a shoulder in the crack and fix a sling over 
a nearby spike. I was uncomfortable but safe and I could rest my
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arms. Peering up, still rather unhappy, I saw a peg (blessed sight !) 
about ten feet vertically above me. My mood suddenly changed, 
for I felt sure I could reach it and would not have to return. I 
resisted the urge to hurry on. I could feel my confidence coming back 
and I waited till I felt calm and relaxed my awkward posture no 
longer seemed to matter. Then I swung rapidly up to the peg and 
proceeded to hang myself on to it. (The peg was unnecessary for there 
was a spike above it, but it gave a nice feeling of security to the belay.) 
I arranged a sling for each foot and generally made myself as com 
fortable as possible, which was very uncomfortable indeed. After I 
had been there for ten minutes, I decided I could stand it for at most 
another twenty; but after 1 had been there an hour-and-a-half it had 
become quite tolerable. It was a wonderful situation: the rope below 
me swung gently away from the rock. I looked out over the valley 
(yes, I do distinctly remember admiring the view at this point), or for 
a change watched whats-his-name thirty feet over to my right, 
making an awful mess of Cenotaph Corner. I felt pleased with life 
and had no worries. The first pitch had gone easily enough, and 
although the second pitch looked intimidating, that was Brian's worry; 
there was no chance of changing positions at the belay if he couldn't 
do it. We were climbing on two 150ft. ropes so a retreat would 
present no problems.

Brian came up very slowly. He had no difficulty, but he was 
"conserving his strength". Just below me he took a little tension 
from the rope and waited for twenty minutes. I transferred my 
weight backwards and forwards from one sling to the other and cursed 
the inventor of P.A.s for his ignorance of anatomy. Finally Brian 
set off. There was a struggle as he climbed up me and for the next few 
moments (in the position shown in the photograph) my peace of 
mind was disturbed by the thought that he would hit me if he fell off, 
but he soon got a couple of runners on and I felt secure again. Brian 
then said he was going to thread the next runner. We had heard about 
this one; it is good, but it takes a strong man to get it on and there 
is a school of thought that says it is better to press on and not waste 
energy, but Brian got it on and subsided a little breathlessly on to 
the rope. After a rest, too short as it turned out, he headed on at 
great speed, but just below the next ledge he said, attempting a 
normal voice: " My strength is giving out. I'm going to try and get 
back to the runner." I couldn't help thinking that if he hadn't the 
strength to ascend four feet he would never get down fifteen, but 
he descended rapidly and just reached the runner before I felt his 
weight come on the rope. He made no mistake about resting long 
enough this time. But I had been dangling from the peg so long that 
I was past worrying about a further wait. At the second attempt 
Brian shot straight up to the next belay, a very narrow ledge this
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time, the only ledge on the climb. After I had disentangled myself, 
I wasted little time in joining him. Fortunately the threaded sling 
came out more easily than it went in. It was certainly quite a pitch; 
none of the difficulties was exceptional but they were continuous. 
However, I think if one had had the strength to hang on longer with 
one arm while searching for the next hold, the holds would have 
seemed better.

The third pitch was short and more broken, but no less steep. I 
hesitated at an overhang by an obvious spike for a runner, but 
decided not to waste energy on it. Twelve feet higher I was uncertain 
whether I could make the final exit move and decided to return. I 
arrived back at the spike with just enough energy to spare, flicked 
on the runner, clipped in and subsided on to the rope. It had taken 
the full length of the climb for us to realize that one should put on 
slings regardless of the cost in energy and if necessary rest on them. 
One might do a pitch more easily without them but the chances of a 
safe return would be too small. The guide book recommends taking 
eight to ten slings. After I had rested a few minutes on my sling, the 
last section went easily enough and Brian soon joined me on top. We 
agreed that it was an excellent climb; although there is only about 
140 feet of hard climbing it had taken us nearly four hours. We also 
agreed that we could do it again with confidence an encouraging 
sign that we had not been "pushing it". The great thing about 
these steep routes is that they are so safe after all, you can fall off 
anywhere without hitting a thing.

It was the last time I climbed with Brian that year. He and 
Peter each led Cenotaph Corner shortly afterwards to complete the 
original programme. That had seemed an absurd enough objective 
a couple of years before, but of course there is no need to stop 
there; in some circles it is merely the gateway to harder and more 
interesting routes. As for myself, I don't know. I am not sure that 
I can spare enough time for the pull-ups now.
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Peter Janney Cemetery Gates
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