VS climbs in Tremadog

By Ben Heason

“To many, Tremadog is, simply, the best climbing in Britain, holding as it does an almost unrivalled concentration of high quality routes at all grades. 

What is certain is that the ease of accessibility, sunny aspect and diversity of climbing styles make it one of the most popular climbing venues in the country."

The above quote, from the long awaited new Tremadog guide book, hits the nail squarely on the head.    
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Grim Wall. © 2000 Carl Ryan

Immaculate, compact dolerite rock, awesomely technical climbing, solid gear placements, a healthy dose of sunshine, and Eric's Cafe (a great place to start or end any day - not to mention numerous "pauses" throughout!). What more could any climber ask for? 

In an attempt to encourage the crowds not to simply repeat the mega classics, the new guidebook has taken the controversial step of omitting the normal star-rating system. Whilst this is bound to spread the burden on congested summer weekends, it seems a shame that some should miss out on the best. 

That said, there are dozens and dozens of quality routes that didn't get stars even in the old book, so if it looks busy on the classics, don't be shy to explore a bit. So for those who've not yet been fortunate enough to visit Tremadog, here's the ultimate (?!) VS ticklist for one of Britain's, deservedly, most popular crags. 

Creagh Dhu Wall (Direct): VS 4c 

If hustle, bustle, and crowds aren't your thing then look no further. Just around the corner from the ever popular Bwlch-Y-Moch and Craig Pant Ifan sectors, is the lesser known Craig Y Castell. 

On its walls is one of Wales' finest routes comprising three pitches of continuously varied and interesting, yet never too desperate, climbing. In fact, the original route is graded only HS 4b but the slightly newer direct finish, exchanging the final pitch for a VS 4c variant, creates an even more memorable outing. 

Highlights include the amazingly exposed hand traverse across the massive flake at the beginning of the second pitch, and the slabby, slopey finishing groove in which just enough gear is discovered to calm the frayed nerves.

One Step in The Clouds: VS 4c 

Possibly the most popular VS in the area, and most would say "deservedly so". This three pitch classic has a bit of everything, well nearly! 
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One Step in the Clouds. © 2000 Carl Ryan

The first pitch, graded 4b, begins with some steep thrutching up a blocky chimney (fortunately all done on enormous holds!) before a tricky V-groove emerges just below the belay stance. The middle pitch is the real meat of the route. Tricky but well protected moves lead to a delicate rightward rising traverse, teetering above the infamously steep Vector buttress.    

The third and final pitch continues to add notable exposure to the outing though, but with easier climbing. 

Scratch: VS 4c 

The route begins up the steep and imposing corner system of "Barbarian" but shortly (fortunately!) heads off rightwards up a rising traverse to a tree belay at the base of an impressive corner crack. 

Now for the fun part...A combination of polished jams and nifty footwork are required to tackle the unrelenting corner - but don't worry, there's always decent protection just where you need it. After an intense 60 feet of jamming and bridging a welcome crackline scurries diagonally rightwards. 

Though technically graded only 4b, there certainly seems a lot of it!

Shadrach: VS 4c

Taking a line just to the right of Grim Wall, Shadrach has been the scene of many a humbled and bewildered climber, with the bulk of the entertainment transpiring on the first and third pitches. 
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Shadrach. © 2000 Carl Ryan

On the first pitch the infamous chimney has to be overcome, providing the leader with a tantalising decision; whether to climb it on the outside - where the protection is rather minimal but the climbing more obvious - or on the inside where a slightly more secure, albeit very ungainly and undignified, style is adopted.

The last of the difficulties arrives in stepping off the belay pillar onto the start of the third and final pitch. An exposed and insecure bridging move soon leads to the sanctuary of easier ground with ample gear placements to boot.

Striptease: VS 5a

This steep and strenuous offering is a little different to the Tremadog norm. The typical method of ascent tends to be to adopt a thuggish approach, hauling oneself up a steep corner system, surpassing several noticeable protuberances on the way! 

However, this style of ascent can also be substituted somewhat by proficient bridging up the precarious groove. A large tree at about 120 feet provides welcome respite for many, as well as a possible belay stance - though the climbing eases considerably from here on up. As the technical grade of 5a suggests, the climbing is perhaps slightly more strenuous and sustained than many VS climbs but the gear is so frequent and bomb proof that the grade remains accurate. 

It's also worth noting that, due to its steepness, the route can also stay dry when others around it are getting rained on.

Grim Wall: VS 4c

Another fine route with two contrasting pitches. The easier first pitch takes a leftward rising traverse via a series of cracks and small ledges. With ample protection, the leader is possibly better protected than the second due to the noticeable swing potential at times...(You have been warned!) 
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Grim Wall. © 2000 Carl Ryan

The large ledge and tree belay give the belayer an optimum view of the leaders efforts on the main, steep and intimidating second pitch.

With the crux moves coming very low down the leader is then left to bask in full glory all the way to the top on some huge, conveniently placed jugs. 

Merlin: VS 4c

Last but not least, Merlin gives one of the finest routes of its grade in North Wales. The steep route weaves its way cunningly through unlikely looking ground, with the middle pitch giving the leader a swift test in "lay-backing skills". Those who've never really encountered a lay-back crack before will be forced to either learn very quickly, or face the otherwise inevitable session of flailing and floundering! 

If the layback crack posed no problem then the direct finish, which heads off straight up the wall from the top of the crack, is a gem of a pitch providing immaculate wall climbing in an outrageous position - one of the best HVS pitches in Tremadog, but that's a whole different story! So what are you waiting for. Get out there and enjoy! 

And finally...

No mention of Tremadog is complete without mentioning Eric Jones. He owns and runs a cafe, camp site and several bunk houses at the base of the crag. If you'd like to book in advance his telephone number is 01766 512199. The nearest pubs are a mile away on the square in Tremadog village itself. There are cash machines in Porthmadog.

