


The Wainwrights and wrongs of fell walking

Ymm MOST fell walkers will have heard of the late Altred Wainwright. For those
who haven’'t, he was the man who not onlv climbed everything in the Lake
District. from molehills to Scafell Pike and evervthing in between, but
also wrote volumes about his adventures. [ seem to remember he also
made several television programmes about his exploits, all, no doubt,
[ intended to entertain, edify, gratity and in myv case, mortify! Let me explain:
Dear old Alf was the master of understatement, and { made the mistake of

; ®  trusting him. After all, anvone who is a published author and makes
television programmes for heavens sake, must be taken seriously. Don’t you believe it! If
vou have a volume of Wainwright tucked in your day sack and vou intend to use it to
gauge the suitability of casual days out, think again! Unless you are one of those people
who have had their fear glands surgically removed at birth, then regard Mr Wainwright’s
accounts as fiction. Myself, | admit that not only are my fear glands still firmly in place,
but that other people’s were probably transplanted into me at birth and [ admit that this
colours my view of Wainwright’s texts, but falling 600 feet down a cliff face will still
severely abrade vou whether you're scared or not!

[ was a casual rambler, by this [ don’t mean that [ dressed in slacks and hush puppies
and strolled to the end of the street and back, but rather, occasionally walked a reasonable
distance over not too difficult ground. But there came a time when [ decided to extend
my horizons; both metaphorically and geographically; so I joined the Liverpooi Catholic
Ramblers. After one walk [ was hooked. [ bought proper walking boots, a bag, trousers
and water bottle, evervthing, including Wainwrights Lakeland walks, which I read and
re-read like a novel.

Having the odd day oft in the week, [ earmarked several walks that I intended to do on
my own. One walk in particular caught my eve; a walk from Haweswater around a
wooded promontory called the Rigg, up Rough crag, across long style to High Street fell,
sounds easy doesn’t it7 Let me quote some of the phrases Wainwrnight uses in his books:
‘no real difficulties here’ or *if one is circumspect’ Phrases he uses a little too often if you
ask me. But, [ was seduced by his narratives and set oft on my first lone walk.

['arrived at the isolated car park at the end of Haweswater, Wainwrights book was open
at the appropriate page on the seat beside me. I could see the Rigg to my right including
the footpath disappearing around the pines that shrouded it, making it look like a giant
hedgehog sipping from the lake. Icould see Rough crag and above it High$treet, pewter
grey clouds scraping the summit. [ admit I felt a frisson of fear as [ beheld this sight.
Joiming the two fells was the land bridge of Long Stile, I couldn’t see it but | knew it was
there.

['d memorised the walk, a simple loop, Up onto the summit, a short walk along the old
Roman road, a bit of chariot dodging then down Gatesgarth pass and back to the car park,
kids stuff?

In his report about this walk Wainwright mentions the poignant story of the hamtet of
Mardale Green. The ancient valley in which that community existed was to be dammed
and then flooded, to create a new reservoir for the people of Manchester. He tells about
his last visit to Mardale in the 30s where he found the local pub boarded up and the
streets deserted. He paints a picture of the floodwater creeping up the valley, engulfing
everything in its path. Two successive years of low rainfall had lowered the water level
significantly, so that parts of the submerged hamiet were now re-appearing. [ was quite
exited at the thought of seetng this English Brigadoon.

['set off towards the Rigg on the way to the top of Rough Crag, passing a spot that was
reported to be the best platform for viewing the ghost village. On the way | passed a






me, or rather she did. She passed me without even a alance, a mixture of concentration
and pain on her face. As the man drew level with me he gave me a haif nod, then
continued after his companion. I watched as she reached the start of the rock scramble
and with the aid of her walking stick slowly started the climb, zig-zagging her way to the
top. At one point a whipping wing caught her and made her lose her b_alance. the man
quickly covered the few steps between them, but she recovered and raised her hand to
stop him helping her. 1t was then that I realised what was happening. Probaply through
failing health she was making her last climb, and he, her hust_)and, was making sure she
was safe. At that point 1 felt a little ashamed of myself, a frail woman had done without
hesitation, something that [ would probably never be able to do. Minutes later they were
gone, [ imagined there would be a much tougher joumey ahead for her - one that she
would have to make on her own.

As I reclined on my rock seat I heard voices coming from above me, surely not someone
making the descent on crutches - to heap further humiliation on me, It wasn’t, but it
wasn’t much better. A young woman appeared from the rocks directly above me, it was
that period several years ago when lycra cycle shorts were in fashion, and that's just what
she was wearing, shocking pink, to match her nylon windcheater and elasticated hair
band. A pair of pink and white trainers completed the outfit, the pink laces tied in
impossibly large bows. The only concession she had made to the capricious Lakeland
weather was to have the zip of her paper-thin jacket pulled three quarters of the way up.
She skipped down the treacherous rocks arms out from her side for balance, doing a
passable impression of a 1930s Busby Berkley stariet. [ though she might turn round
and tap-dance her way back up the stone staircase while singing 42™ street, but she just
stopped 1n front of me and said: Hiya!

Her partner appeared several second later. 1f she was Barbara Cartlands lovechild then
he was a fugitive from the gang show. Dressed all in khaki. Baggy knee length shorts, a
drill shirt, knee length socks and sensible shoes. He wasn’t wearing a neckerchief or a
woggle, but | just knew he would be an expert reef-knotter and sheep-shanker. He peered
over the edge into Riggendale. “*Wouldn’t fancy taking a header down there’ he said.
“Lets have a look™. She did tap-dance back up the rocks and stood beside him. Both of
them stood bent over, peering into the abyss. “’That wouldn’t do you any good if you fell
down there’” she said. If you did fall, [ thought, they’d have no trouble finding your body
in that outfit! Seconds later Barbara Cartland and Russ Abbot were gone, he gave me a
self-conscious smile as he passed, and she gave me a toodle loo wave. | heard them
chattering away into the distance, totally unaware of how close they had come to falling
to their deaths — no fears glands you see.

The pewter grey clouds turned to charcoal and [ felt drops of rain on my face. That was
the only excuse 1 needed to turn back.

Halfway back down Long Stile 1 found a path off the flank down to Blea water and a
short cut back to the velour sanctuary of my car.

[ thought that it might be my discomfort with heights that had been my problem with
Wainwright, so [ tried three or four subsequent walks from the book, but all turned out to
be the same - Understated.

I remember seeing a photograph of Wainwright in his later years, sitting on a rock, pipe
in hand gazing out over the fells, a benign smile on his face. 1 realise now that what [
mistook for a benign smile was actually a sly grin. [ don’t believe that he purposely
intended to put people in danger, he probably just assumed that, what was easy for him
would present no problems to anyone else — or did he?

So if you intend to follow any of the walks in Mr Wainwrights book, take his assessment
of their seventy with a pinch of salt, ordinary salt that is, not Epsom salts, because when
you’re a thousand feet up a fell on a goat track that’s going nowhere — they’re the last

thing you’ll need! . .
Syounin Scenic Cynic









