DENNIS GRAY

The Rise and Fall
of the Working Class Climber
The working class, come kiss my ass
I've joined the Alpine Club at last!

(To the tune of 'the Red Flag')

W

henever I pick up a copy of the Alpine Journal I always turn first to
the obituary section. I did this recently with some journals from the
late 1940s, which is when I started to"climb. One that caught my eye was of
a celebrated Knight of the Realm. 'He was a damned good shot, and a first
class angler,' declared the obituarist. Another noted that a deceased Baronet,
'kept a fine cellar and was always a generous host to visitors at his estate in
Scotland' .
The impression given from these AJs was of an elite, upper-class
organisation; a silver spoon group who actually had not done a lot of hardcore climbing but really cut the mustard in government, professional and
social circles. I have said before that when I was a young climber, my mainly
working-class companions and I looked on the Alpine Club with a jaundiced
eye. This was understandable given the advice we received from an old and
respected member approached on how to go about the business of becoming
an alpinist. When Alfie Beanland reported back on this at our weekly
gathering of the Bradford Lads at Tommy's cafe one Sunday night in Otley
we fell about laughing. The sagacious advice was: 1. Make your travel
arrangements through Thomas Cook. 2. Keep your ice axe firmly in front
of you. 3. Follow the guides because they know the way. We deduced from
this that Alpine Club members were geriatric eccentrics who had no
understanding of our climbing lives.
There had been strong working-class groups of British climbers in the
1920s and 1930s, notably of course the Creagh Dhu from Glasgow. Other
manufacturing cities such as Sheffield, Liverpool, Leeds/Bradford and
Manchester spawned similar groups, but poverty, the effects of the Great
Depression, and very limited holiday time for those who had jobs, largely
prevented them from being able to make a mark in mountaineering abroad.
This was unlike the experience of their continental counterparts, for many
of the finest alpinists of that period were drawn from the working class.
They were equally poor and deprived but were fortunate in having the Alps
almost on their doorstep.
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The great Innsbruck climber Matthias Auckenthaler was a chimney sweep
and would walk long distances to reach the rock faces. And climbers like
Anderl Heckmair, Pierre Allain and Riccardo Cassin were also from the
working class. Unfortunately, the Alpine Club simply did not realise the
revolution that was taking place, dismissing first ascents such as those of
the north faces of the Grandes Jorasses, Eiger and Matterhorn as somewhat
politically inspired and of no great merit. In fact, as mountaineering history
now records, they were outstanding climbs by some of the finest alpinists
of their generation. Even today the manner of their achievement inspires
respect. Think of the Schrnid brothers, Toni and Franz, cycling from Munich
because they could not afford to journey to Zermatt by any other means,
and then bagging the first ascent of the Matterhorn's north face.
The Alpine Club worthies of the day seem to have had no knowledge of
the climbing standards being achieved in the Eastern Alps. They appear to
have believed that most of these climbs were done by proceeding from piton
to piton, whereas outstanding leaders such as Toni Schmid, Emil Solleder
and Auckenthaler limited piton use to a minimum and achieved free rock
climbing standards equal to any in the UK, but on a much grander scale.
The AC meanwhile was still wrestling with its old demons of guided versus
non-guided climbing and the club's role in the development of British
climbing - an area in which it had not previously taken a great interest.
Progressives like Geoffrey Winthrop Young, Jack Longland and David Cox
tried to move things along but it took the massive influx of working-class
newcomers to the sport after the war, and the foundation of literally dozens
of new clubs, to sweep away precious protective attitudes. Young (AC
president 1941-43) used his great prestige to get the other senior clubs to
act along with the Alpine Club and some of the new groups to form the
British Mountaineering Council in 1944 as the representative body for
the sport.
I only met Young once and that was at the front of the Old Dungeon
Ghyll Hotel in Langdale in the autumn of 1956. He was sat on a bench
enjoying the morning sunshine, impressively dressed in cloak, tweeds and
brogues, a fedora crowning his shock of grey hair, a fine moustache gracing
aristocratic features. He motioned me over with his walking stick and
demanded, 'Are you the young man who made an ascent of Cenotaph Corner
this summer?'
I nodded and whispered, 'Yes.'
'How many pitons did you place?' he asked.
'None,' I gasped in surprise. 'There were already two in place.'
'Mmm ... what was it like?'
'Very hard,' I confirmed.
'Well done, well done ... '
And off I went to meet up with my Rock and Ice friends heading for the
crag, feeling as if I had just been approved by the titular head of British
climbing.
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The new groups emerging from the working class in Britain after the war
had one big advantage. They had no baggage of tradition holding them
back. Most young people are rebellious and the new climbing clubs, unlike
the older senior organisations, were made up mainly of such individuals.
That much needed to change was obvious to us, as instanced by my own
experience as a 13-year old in 1949.
A small party of us led by an older climber, an ex-serviceman who had
fought at Arnhem, was walking back over Black Hill to Holmfirth to catch
a bus home one Sunday night, after climbing at Shining Clough. A keeper
appeared, shouted at us, lifted his shotgun and fired. I was petrified. So
were my other young companions and we sprinted away for our lives. But
not our ex-para, he ran at the keeper and hit him, wrestled the gun out of
his hands and threw it as far as he could away into the peat bog. Slowly he
returned to where we were waiting at a safe distance from the action, amazed
by this whole sequence of events. 'I did not lose all those mates at Arnhem
to come home and have someone shoot at me on my own bloody midden,'
declared our leader between gritfed teeth. Such incidents had been
happening for many years. Later in life I got to know Benny Rothman who
had been to prison for his part in organising the Kinder Scout Mass Trespass
of 1932.
Fortunately, not long after our encounter on Black Hill the Access to the
Countryside Bill was pushed through Parliament and the first of the national
parks, The Peak District, was set up. The effect that this had on the opening
up of the gritstone outcrops and the limestone crags of the area cannot be
over emphasised. And the groups that most benefited from this were the
new working-class climbers who had a field day developing such places as
the Froggatt, Curbar and Gardom's edges. Foremost of these new outfits
was Manchester's Rock and Ice Club. With members like Joe Brown, Ran
Moseley, Don Whillans, Don Cowan, Nat Alien, Joe Smith and Don
Roscoe, the club quickly became legendary in British climbing circles. For
us they were the equivalent of the Beatles to the popular music scene in the
next decade.
Some may be asking what has all this to do with alpine climbing? Well,
in 1953 on his very first visit to the Alps and using skills he had developed
on gritstone Joe Brown was able to lead, on sight, the crack that was to
become the Fissure Brown on the west face of the Blaitiere. It was the hardest
free pitch in the whole of the western Alps. This attempt was cut short by
bad weather but Brown returned the following year, accompanied by Don
Whillans, to complete the route. First though, they tackled the west face of
the Dru. How could it be in 1954 that two young guys with a minimum of
alpine experience were able to repeat one of the most difficult climbs in the
Alps (a first British ascent) and then go on to the Blaitiere and pioneer the
hardest free route in the Mont Blanc range? The answer is that they had
honed their skills on the outcrops, crags and mountains of the UK, both in
winter and summer.
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Complementary to these achievements was the setting up of the Alpine
Climbing Group, as a result of even the young Oxbridge climbers becoming
frustrated by the lack of enthusiasm emanating from the Alpine Club. The
ACG held its inaugural meeting in April 1953 at the Pen y Gwryd Hotel in
North Wales, and Alien, Cowan and Whillans from The Rock and Ice
were all invited. Brown had not even been to the Alps at that point and
Whillans had only been once for a short season of two weeks. Tom
Bourdillon, who was elected as the first president, was one of several leading
ACG members who were also members of the Alpine Club. From the first,
the goal of the ACG was to improve British alpine climbing standards by
acting as an information highway and bringing together those most active
and keen. Most significantly, the only entry qualification was to be a record
of high standard alpine ascents.
Whillans recorded that although he had reservations beforehand about
attending the ACG event, he was subsequently happy that he did. For the
first time he met climbers from a different social milieu, the toffs, who he
discovered were activists as keen as he was. Among them was the Cambridge
climber Bob Downes with whom Don was to pioneer Centurion on Ben
Nevis in 1956 and the next year attempt Masherbrum, when sadly Bob
succumbed to pulmonary oedema.
As the ACG was coming into being, the grey fathers at the Alpine Club,
along with similar types drawn from the Royal Geographical Society, were
preoccupied with the 1953 expedition to Mount Everest. Maybe this is why
the Club had little puff left to pay attention to the demands of the younger
generation. As to the Everest story, I note only that working-class climbers
had no part in its execution. And as a piece of mischief, I wonder what
might have happened if the Himalayan Committee had invited the Creagh
Dhu to take this on? In 1953, their members - Cunningham, MacInnes,
Smith, Vigano, Rowney, Noon and company - were a really potent group
of mountaineers. Cunningham and MacInnes actually did try to get
permission to attempt the mountain in that year and managed to reach the
Himalaya despite a serious lack of funds. Cunningham later was at the
forefront of developing modern front-point ice climbing techniques. And
MacInnes engineered some of the equipment to achieve this breakthrough.
The 1950s proved the heyday of the working-class climber. The march of
egalitarianism was under away (at last), living standards improved
dramatically, and it became possible for young British climbers to visit the
Alps for longer periods. This meant hard work and saving throughout the
rest of the year. One of the most impressive performances was that of northeast climber, Eric Rayson, who cycled to Chamonix, ascended the west
face of the Dru, and then pedalled home again (shades of the Munich
climbers of the 1930s?). During this decade Whillans emerged as the leading
British alpinist whilst Brown simultaneously remained at the forefront of
VI( climbing developments while further afield making first ascents of
Kangchenjunga (1955) and the Mustagh Tower (1956). The ACG fulfilled
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its role of producing guidebook information, and a selected guide to Mont
Blanc was published first in a loose-leaf form and then as a case bound
book in 1957.
As the decade of the 1950s drew to a close so did the dominance of the
British climbing scene by working-class climbers. The sport was becoming
ever more democratic, though it took a few more years for the Alpine Club
to catch up. This was finally achieved in 1967 with the merging of the AC
and the ACG, by which time the latter included most of the keenest UK
alpinists. Higher education was expanding and it was from this direction
that many of the next wave of outstanding British mountaineers would
emerge. The universities of Manchester, Aberdeen, Bangor, Leeds,
Edinburgh, Glasgow and Bristol became hotbeds of climbing activity. And
the classless student replaced the working-class climber as the pioneering
leader of the future.

