Gower: Twenty of the Best
Words and Pictures by Adrian Berry

Whenever I tell someone that I live on Gower I invariably get asked where I usually climb, which is rather like asking a resident of Fontainbleau where they boulder. The popular belief seems that the only climbing in South Wales is Pembroke. Pembroke is 70 miles away and I’ve been a half a dozen times in eight years of climbing, not that Pembroke isn’t great, it’s world class, but there is something special about climbing on Gower that draws me back. 

If Pembroke was a supermarket, Gower would be a delicatessen. It has probably got anything you could ever want; you just have to be that bit more persistent. Seeking out unsung gems isn’t for the mass consumer; it takes a climbing connoisseur to recognise pure quality amongst the isles of ticks. But the rewards are high, you don’t have to go to Thailand to climb perfect limestone growing out of golden sand. 

In 1957 the Gower Peninsular was designated the first area of outstanding natural beauty in Britain, its coastline undulates between prominent limestone buttresses and valleys running down into sandy bays. The coastline has been largely unspoiled by industry, the quarrying in some parts has enhanced the area from a climbers perspective by creating some superbly steep sports crags, completing the variety of climbing offered. 

It has long been in my mind to compile a list of routes which best sums up Gower climbing. This article started off as the 10 best routes, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave any out the 20 routes I have chosen. The routes cover a variety of climbing on Gower, across the range of grades. Some brilliant routes are omitted, but only where there are routes of a similar style and quality. Some routes are already well known, others not even by locals who have not yet managed to visit the whole area, like I say, it takes a while. All routes are well protected, solid, and of course deserve three stars each. 

I have avoided all routes which have not been put up long enough to get a consensus on their quality, and all routes where access is in negotiation. This includes all of the eighty or so sports routes, which deserve an article to themselves one day.

[image: image1.jpg]


1. Crime and Punishment (E5 6b), Trial Wall 
F.A. Andy Sharp, John Harwood 1981 

Takes a super splitter crack up the middle of Trial Wall, the gleaming jewel of Rhossili at the extreme west tip of Gower. Originally given E3 in the 1983 guide, the route has undergone some stabilising over the years, although it is rather difficult to believe it was ever E3. Its ample in-situ gear allows some to treat it like a clip-up, but the prudent will carry some nuts. Do it before it’s E6 6c. 

2. Isis (VS 4c), Fall Bay Buttress
F.A. R.Griffith, E.Pardoe 1966 
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Anyone who despairs at the drilling and gluing which take place on sports crags should take a close look at this Gower classic which takes a striking vertical groove line up the middle of Fall Bay Buttress. Ancient drilled peg placements and a fully cemented belay cave give this one bunches of character. The climbing itself is technical and brutish in its first two thirds, followed by an airy traverse and exposed finale. Only the outrageously generous protection removes this route from the HVS category. 

3. Osiris + Lazy Sunday Afternoon (E2 5b), Fall Bay Buttress
F.A. E.Pardoe, R.Griffiths 1966 and G.Lewis, S.Mundy (roof) 

This entertaining combination takes another superb groove line up the right hand side of Fall Bay Buttress. Absorbing moves and good protection entice the leader up a twisting groove, to the roof. Traversing off right is HVS, but the projecting roof has a magnetic quality that makes it almost irresistible and forms the finish forever known as Seth by locals. A large pocket half span across the roof allows a good runner, and long reach to the lip. Hanging, footless, from the lip presents the leader with a dilemma. An old peg just above the lip begs to be clipped, but the wise will make one more hard pull in an exposed and dramatic finale. It is utterly impossible to execute with any finesse, very 5b. 

4. South West Diedre (HVS 5b), Fall Bay Buttress East 
F.A. S.U.M.C 1967, and J.Kerry, C.Ryan 1968 

This sensational pitch has proven to be one of the most popular routes on Gower, and justifiably so. Sustained, and interesting climbing gains a point where the line moves from the security of a groove, to a steep face crack which sternly guards the top. Almost becoming a rite of passage. 

5. Masterpiece (E6 6b), Giants Cave 
Pat Littlejohn, M.Campbell 1984 

Giants Cave lies in the mass of rock above the sandy stretch of coast just east of Fall Bay. It is an intimidating crag, almost out of place amongst the lower graded routes that dominate the area. Masterpiece is an immaculate white limestone arete on the left hand side of the cave. It combines technically intricate climbing with some of the best nut placements you'll ever find. The fact that it is looks less amenable than it is probably explains why it has received far less ascent than the next route. 

6. The Divine Guiding Light (E7 6b), Giants Cave 
Martin Crocker, Matt Ward 1987 
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Just to the right of Masterpiece the roof of the cave looms overhead, the only gap is a narrow hole accessible only by the most determined of climbers, or the inattentive of walkers, albeit in differing directions. A leaning cracked wall in the centre of the left wall of the cave is an appetising entrée to an improbable 6m roof section ending in the blow hole in the middle of the cave roof, and the cliff-top. Wild positions and excellent protection make this a popular pitch despite the grade.




7. Yellow Wall (E3 5c,5c) Yellow Wall 
Pat Littlejohn, R.Houghton 1977 

The stunning line in the centre of Yellow Wall gives it its name. The Wall lies midway between Fall Bay to the west, and Mewslade Bay to the east. A feast of grooves, walls, and aretes, Yellow Wall has more stars than Hollywood. Yellow Wall itself has two contrasting pitches, the first lures the leader with moderate climbing until a corner of Yosemite perfection is reached, it starts off with intricate bridging, and strenuous laybacking, then as the crack widens, and the climber weakens it relents with full hand-jamming, and a luxurious belay ledge. Stepping off the belay, the character of the second pitch reveals itself. It is a delicate affair. Another groove which injects some instant exposure into the finish, persistence and patience are rewarded with some excellent protection. 

8. Steam Train (E4 6a,6a) Yellow Wall 
Andy Sharp, P.Lewis 1985 and Pat Littlejohn, L.Foulkes 1985 

The next big groove line right of Yellow Wall is an even more sustained proposition, with brilliant protection throughout. The crux is quite low in the grade, but the first ascent had a rest point, and the grade is unchanged. The belay is best taken on Yellow Wall, and for fitting second pitch, the direct finish means it doesn’t ease up for the whole length. 
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9. Transformer (E3 5c,5c) Yellow Wall 
Pat Littlejohn, A.McFarlane 1978 and C.King, S.Monks 1978 

Some would claim this is the best extreme route on Gower. The next soaring grove line is mean from the very start, and sustained for 50m. The last few metres involves a steep, exposed, but juggy and well protected crack, which saves the crux move for the very last pull onto the horizontal. 

10. Yellow Regeneration (E6 6b) Yellow Wall 
Martin Crocker, Roy Thomas, and Matt Ward 1988 

At the right hand side of Yellow Wall the grooves surrender to a 50m leaning wall, through which three awesome E6's find their way. This one follows a course of cracks, ramps, and grooves, to a technical exposed arete to finish. 
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11. The Thurba Pillar (E5 6b) Thurba Head 
Martin Crocker 1985 

Thurba Head is not a popular destination, its tidal nature and seasonal restriction preserve a sense of adventure and commitment which is becoming increasingly rare. It forms the impressive headland east of Mewslade Bay. This route itself is a fantastic pitch up the brilliant white limestone pillar which forms the bulk of Thurba Head. 

12. Earthly Powers (E5 5c,6a) Thurba Head
Tony Penning and Pat Littlejohn 1983 

To the right of The Thurba Pillar is this awesome big groove line. The first pitch was originally graded 5b, but is certainly no give-away, and is rewarded by a small stance beneath the intimidating groove. Leaving the stance is not easy, but a rapidly rising tide is a very real encouragement. The second pitch provides the meat of the route; a committing traverse quickly wins good holds and gear. Confidence mounts, but then the work begins, and unrelenting pump is made bearable only by bomber gear at every move, more than is sensible to stop and place. As with all classics, the best is kept to last with a hard finishing move to 'thank god' holds. 
13. The Ring (HS 4b) Paviland 
Jeremy Talbot, C.Connick 1977 

Paviland has always been a popular location with visitors. The great yellow stretch of rock provides long pitches which become steadily steeper until they wind through a band of overhangs which faithfully guard the top. The Ring is a classic of its grade, and benefits from the plethora of in-situ threads from bombers to bootlaces, which uniquely characterise the crag, and Gower pioneer Jeremy Talbot. 
14. Liang Shan Po (HVS 5a) Paviland 
Jeremy Talbot, C.Connick 1977 

A very popular route. Just left of the Ring, Liang Shan Po is a much harder proposition, although the in-situ gear takes away some of the exposure that makes this a thoroughly engrossing pitch. 
15. Assassin (HVS 5a) Juniper Wall 
John Bullock, Roy Thomas 1978 

Juniper Wall lies behind a headland a short walk east from Paviland. The route itself is an excellent clean crack on the right hand side of the wall, which takes HVS into extreme territory, despite this, solid protection make Assassin an accessible route to those pushing their grade. 
16. Classic (VD) Boiler Slab 
Alan Osborne, Brian Taylor 1949 

Boiler slab stands alone in the middle of south Gower, popular with groups and beginners, and justifiably, at first glance it would appear to be designed to be climbed. Classic was very possibly the first route to be climbed on Gower, taking the obvious line of weakness on the left hand end of the crag. 
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17. Superdirect (E1 5c) Little Star Wall 
S.U.M.C 1965 

On the west side of Tor Bay, Little Star Wall receives more attention per square metre than any other crag in the area. The line up the middle of the wall is quite probably the best E1 on Gower, almost a shame its 5c and one of the shortest routes on the coast. The wall is sea-washed clean and allows one to get half way on superb runners, before throwing in a bouldery crux and a juggy finish. Delightful. 
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18. East Ridge (VD 4c) Great Tor 
A.Osborne, S. Osborne 1952 

On the east side of Tor Bay, this 70m this is the longest route on Gower, giving a great outing along the serrated east facing ridge which rises prominently from the sandy beach to a real summit peak. The route is split into four short pitches, with spacious belay ledges in between. Definitely a route to take a picnic on. 
19. Scavenger (VS 4b) Three Cliffs 
J.Brailsford, St.AMRT 1954/5 

Three cliffs bay is the great landmark of Gower. It is characterised by a projecting peninsula of rock which rises to three distinct peaks. The climbing is generally on the pristine slabs that make up the south facing facet of the crag. Scavenger takes the obvious line up the slabby corner to the right of the through cave. A climb of great character, Scavenger is undoubtedly amongst the best pitches in the Country. The invisibility of the big holds makes it look harder than it is, but very well protected, and with the through cave beneath throughout, provides a level of exposure which guarantees popularity. 
20. Mac the Knife (E5 6b) Caswell Bay 
Pat Littlejohn, C Hurley 1984 

Caswell is very much a climbing backwater, currently increasing in popularity due to the excellent bouldering to be found. However, this immaculate line begs for inclusion. This blinding pitch always reminds me a picture in ‘Rocks around the World’ of Stephan Glowacks on Pyromania. The diagonal crack cuts the centre of a gently overhanging wall. The devious crux comes early on, but soon relents to some fantastic finger-locks, which double as nut slots, though regrettably not at the same time. A rewarding pitch, and one of the best pure crack climbs in Britain. 

