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BY H. A. 0 MASTON 

(Four illustrations: nos. 6I-64) 

'Two fell to their deaths and the third was never seen again.' 

HE quotation is not from The White Spider nor from Rurn Doodle 
but from an Acholi folk-tale, the Uganda equivalent of the 
fairy tale of the fair princess marooned on the summit of a glass 

mountain \vhich none of her suitors could climb. In this case, ho\vever, 
it \vas a dusky maiden of surpassing grace and beauty, the daughter of a 
local chief long, long ago. Many suitors came to seek her hand in 
marriage, but her father was determined that she should marry only a 
man '" ho was truly worthy of her; proudly he promised her, free of the 
customary bride-price, to the first who should succeed in climbing 
Amiel Rock. Only three were brave enough to try: two fell to their 
deaths and the third was never seen again, so the beautiful daughter 
remained unwed. Tradition, as often, speaks with a divided tongue, 
and one may hear tell of one or two who made the attempt, and sometimes 
of one who succeeded and returned, but such inconsistencies in this 
picturesque contribution to mountain mythology can be forgiven, for 
the essential core of the story, Amiel itself, is true, and still remains to 
be wooed and won by successive generations of suitors. 

Rennie Bere was told this tale when he first saw the fantastic shape of 
Amiel rising like the upended bows of a stricken submarine out of the 
dreary sea of bush. Climbing companions were scarce then, but in I 93 r 

· he persuaded his District Commissioner to attempt it with him. Using 
a rope made locally from twisted lianes, he led a route to about half way 
up, but then, faced by a particularly exposed pitch, Rennie decided that 
his long term prospects of promotion would be better served by a boss 
thankful to be alive than by an immediate vacancy, so they beat a retreat. 

· Nearly twenty years later, soon after my wife and I had arrived in 
Uganda, a friend spent an evening with us drawing improbable-looking 
hills on a sketch map of East Acholi, and told us that Amiel was still 
unclimbed. Luckily our Easter weekend was free so we drove there, 
arriving after dark, and slept in the village school, a small thatched hut 
with open sides. Next morning was fine, and there stood Amiellooming 
over the village, just as it had been described to us. The summit of this 
classical inselberg lies about I ,ooo ft. above the plain, but the lower 
third is masked by detritus slopes. The east and \Vest sides rise sheer 
above this level, so that seen from north br south it looks impregnable. 
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The relatively gentle southern slope is the most promising, for it looks as 
if one could almost walk straight up it. This is perhaps what the three 
suitors tried to do. The slopes are smooth and rounded, and above and 
below one may saunter at one's ease; in the middle, however, the angle 
steepens almost imperceptibly to about 55° without a vestige of a belay, 
and with no cracks for pitons except those beneath the thin, exfoliating 
surface plates of rock, which crackle and come away alarmingly beneath 
one's tread. Two to one represents very reasonably the odds against 
getting to the top equipped with hard bare feet and no nerves, but the 
odds against coming safely down again, even with P.A. soles and a whole 
tube of Bostik on the seat of one's trousers, would be much higher. 

We scrambled up the lower part of this slope and reached a ledge from 
which there seemed no hope of further progress, so we did not hurry. 
At its foot were rock-hyrax sunning themselves on boulders until with 
a whistle of alarm they dived underneath as one walked too close, and 
four klipspringer trotted across the sloping rock, pausing on the skyline 
for a long backward look at us. The vegetation of scattered vellozia and 
tufts of club-moss was typical of a hundred Acholi hills, a triumph of 
evolution in developing plants firmly enough belayed to withstand the 
wash of the heaviest tropical thunderstorm, followed by weeks of 
baking in the blazing sun. 

Later we wandered leisurely round to the north side which is much 
steeper and where we had little hope of finding a way. To our excitement, 
however, we found there a slender buttress of slightly different rock to 
the massive gneiss of the main block; this had weathered into chimneys 
and ledges with good holds and belays, and promised to be the key 
to the ascent. We worked our way up a succession of corners and chim
neys, traversing from one side of the buttress to the other to find a route, 
till we reached one with a particularly awkward exit. Fortunately I was 
able to persuade my wife that I was more likely to be able to hold her 
securely than vice versa, so I tied myself in and let her cope with it. 
While we were on the next pitch a thunderstorm started and we were at 
once brought to a standstill by greasy rock. The storm itself soon blew 
over fortunately, but the rock took some time to dry. As soon as we could 
move we quickly scrambled up to a halfway ledge where marabou 
storks were nesting, but by then it was late afternoon and we reluctantly 
decided that we ought to turn back. The last abseil brought us to the 
foot of the rock just at dusk, and I narrowly avoided landing on a puff
adder; fortunately it gave me a warning hiss before gliding into a cranny. 

For several years we were unable to return and had to content ourselves 
with saddling our eldest daughter with the name. Its etymology is obscure 
but it may be connected with the Acholi for a dancing girl; it was also 
the name of a Swiss philosopher. However, in 1959, again at Easter, 
I persuaded Andrew Stuart and his fiancee to come with me. Leaving 
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Kampala soon after noon \.ve just caught the ferry across Lake Kioga, a 
converted barge fitted with a stern paddle-wheel driven by an old lorry 
engine. The lake, though broad, is shallow and at intervals the ferry 
has to stop while a boy dives over the stern and clears a~Tay the water
lilies. First-class passengers are provided with old bus seats on an 
upper deck, and the passage provides a very welcome break in the 
tedium of a long drive of about 2 so miles. 

We again arrived after dark and while settling into the rest-camp 
Andrew was stung on the thumb by a scorpion. He took this fairly 
calmly but I was much alarmed at the prospect of losing a weekend's 
climbing and decided that heroic measures '-''ere demanded. I seized 
my shaving kit, bravely cut some large slices in his thumb (unless one is 
a professional I am sure that this is more painful for the surgeon than 
for the patient), and made him swing his arm rapidly round his head. 
Andre\v is six foot seven and has a reach to match, a useful asset on new 
climbs, so the centrifugal force developed was enough to produce a 
very satisfactory spray of blood over the walls and ceiling. We then 
plied him with aspirin and alcohol and put him to bed. The treatment was 
a success, for next morning, though not on top of the world, he pronoun
ced himself fit to climb. The weather, however, was overcast and as we 
reached the top of the first pitch it started to rain. We took shelter under 
a large detached flake and sat there for an hour or so. Eventually the 
rain stopped, but there was promise of more and Andrew was feeling 
low so we returned to camp. 

Next morning vvas sunny and we set off to a fairly early start. I sent 
Andrew up the first pitch so that I could record at least that much on 
film. In the foreground sat Pat, knitting busily and apparently undis
turbed at the prospect of spending all day waiting for us at the bottom. 
The ground was littered with bones from the colony of marabou storks 
above, and there flitted across my mind a rather incongruous comparison 
with les tricoteuses at the foot of the guillotine. However, I did not 
mention this to the others. Perhaps appearances were deceptive; I left Pat 
my cine camera with a request that she should record some later stages 
of the climb, but when these were eventually developed it appeared that 
not only we but Amiel as well \vere engaged in a hectic St. \ 1itus's dance. 

A few feet beyond the flake under which we had sheltered the previous 
morning, I stepped on a loose rock which shifted underfoot. From 
beneath it emerged a snake travelling fairly fast. I also moved fast 
but it paid no attention to me and slithered away down a slab. The rock 
was dry, Andrew was feeling better, so before long we were on Marabou 
Ledge prospecting the unknown rock above. The chimneys stopped 
here and instead there \Vere some pleasantly exposed walls and slabs of 
perhaps Very Difficult standard. This point illustrates one of the great 
attractions of colonial Jife; the joys of beiRg a largish shrimp in a small 
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rock pool, rather than a minnow in a llyn full of tiger-fish. \Vhere in 
Wales, Scotland or the Alps could one hope for the thrills of the first 
ascent of a new route, let alone a new peak, without being involved in 
pitches of \ T. ., X.S. or A? and then to \Vrite about it in the A.J.! 

Above this \Vas a band of huge blocks and smooth faces, through which 
vve had some difficulty in finding a route, but eventually we reached the 
top, built a cairn, let off a rocket and took some utterly unconvincing 
photographs of each other having lunch on the broad, flat, grassy slabs. 
I botanised and then \Ve abseiled leisurely do\vn to\vards a gathering 
crowd of excited Acholi who gained the impression that v;e \Vere leaping 
down attached to the ends of long elastic strands, so that \V hen we arrived 
there was a rush to examine our supposedly rubber climbing rope. 

Next day we drove into l{aramoja past Rwot, another inselberg 20 

miles \vay in the Labwor hills. The name means ' Chief' and it is well 
deserved, for R\vot is larger and more symmetrical than Amiel, being 
shaped rather like a tea-cosy and rising to 2,ooo ft. above the plain, though 
again the lower parts are rough and boulder-strewn. The first and only 
previous ascent had been achieved by an Austrian party in r 9 57, led by 
Fritz Moravec. Details of this climb have been published in German1 

but they left a delightful English account with the District Commissioner, 
Karamoja, \vhich included a proposal to call it 'the Sugar-hat of East 
Mrica ', a most original and appropriate epithet that presumably implies 
its resemblance to both a sugar-loaf and a top-hat, and is as evocative as 
that other romantic but ill-defined object, a runcible spoon. 

Rwot rises steeply, smoothly and, by normal methods, inaccessibly 
on all sides except the south-west where it is cleft by a gully that provides 
about 7 so ft. of strenuous climbing before one can emerge on to the 
gentler upper slabs. The Austrians' account of the route was not very 
detailed but emphasised that 'sometimes the vegetation is very hindern'; 
this prospect, coupled with rough roads and doubtful bridges ahead, 
decided us to leave Rwot for another year and instead to attend an 
Easter service in the tiny mud church of Alerek close by, taken by a 

• • • • • VlSlttng mtsstonary. 
The opportunity to climb Rwot came last year, again at Easter, when 

Andrevv and Pat, David Pasteur and I stayed at Alerek. We were 
reinforced by George and Jean Hurley who had been accustomed to 
doing remarkable climbs on far more spectacular pinnacles even than 
R wot, in Utah. 2 vVhere the highest bushy ridge abuts against the rock there 

" 1 Moravec, F. ' Im Reiche der Riesenkrater Ostafrikas .' Osterreichische 
Alpenzeitung, no. 1303 ( 1959), 21 - 29, with an illustration of Rwot on p. 25. 

For route descriptions of both Amiel and R-vvot, see Pasteur, D., and Osmaston, 
H. A. Guide to Rock Climbs in Uganda. Mountain Club of Uganda, 1962 (in
cluding supplement no. r, 1963). Tlus is reviewed clsev\rhere in this issue. 

2 See the illustrated article' We clin~bed Utah's steepest rock,' by H . Inga1ls, 
in National Geographic Magazine, Yol. 122 (1962), no. 5, pp. 705- 21. 
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appeared to be a choice between going straight up the steep slabs for a 
couple of long V.S. pitches (of 85 and 130 ft., with only one possible 
belay at the top of each) to a broad ledge, along which one could traverse 
into Great Gully, or of dropping down some way to the right to start at 
the bottom of the gully itself. Andrew, David and I , all heavyweights, 
made some half-hearted attempts at the slabs and then decided to 
retire to relative safety in the depths of the gully, which we proceeded 
to struggle up with much effort. The first pitch involved some awkward 
leg-jamming in a mossy groove, nicely described by the Austrians as 
'inagainstpresstechnik ', and many later pitches were beset with bushes 
and tangled lianes. David had brought a large bush-knife to deal with 
these, but it was difficult to wield it effectively, and the handle stuck 
so far out of his rucksack that it caught in every liane he passed. Mean
while the Hurleys, both light and nimble, had got up the slabs and were 
in the gully ahead of us, moving faster than we could. The rainy season 
was just starting and we could see scattered thunderstorms moving west
wards over the broad plain. Eventually the fringe of one hit us, making 
the rock slippery so that now we were 'bften thankful to climb up on the 
lianes, or find a good hold or belay in a bush. The afternoon was passing 
and David, who was in poor form, decided to stop and join the Hurleys 
on their way down. Andrew and I struggled on to the top of the gully 
and then raced up 500 ft. of slabs to the summit. Like Amiel it was 
not impressive as one could see nothing of the steep slopes below, 
which curved away out of sight. It is evidently a happy refuge for 
hyrax, as a rock-shelter at the top of the gully is littered with their drop
pings. We reached the foot of the gully just in time, as the brief twilight 
was fading into night, but then spent an hour floundering through 
boulders, long grass and scrub before we reached the track half a mile 
away where Pat \Vas waiting for us with the car. Next day we three 
returned home, ambitions fulfilled, while the others went off to climb 
Amiel, together with Y ekoniya, a young Mukonjo from the Ruwenzori . 
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