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For British climber Leo Houlding, completing
one of the world’s most remote and dangerous
climbs wasn’t enough - he decided to jump >
off the mountain as well. MF finds out why

Words Joel Snape Photography Alastair Lee
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few weeks before Leo Houlding's

attempt to free-climb Mount

Asgard, a 2015m Canadian
peak containing some of the

most technically difficult high-

altitude routes in the world,
the 28-year-old British climbers plan hit &
snag. Due to increased polar bear activity,
the local park rangers decided (o infroduce
a ban on storing food in the area near the
peak = which meant they removed 500kg of
freeze-dried supplies thal Houlding's team
had cached along their planned route.

This was a serous setback The team
calculated that, rather than the week thay
had allowed, il would now take three
weeks to make the walk 1o the peak since
they would have to camy resh supplies
along with all the other kit necessary. But
to Houlding, the solution was obvious:
cut out the first part of the joumey and
parachute into base camp instead.

| trawled the intemet, found a company
that could charter us an aeroplanea, then
bought some parachutes on eBay for
about $50 [£31] each,’ says Houlding
We didn't know whether we'd get the all-
clear to jump until the day, and we hacl
io re-rig the parachutes a bil to makea
them work, but we knew it'd work in
principle and the pilot was really cool’

That didn't mean if was going 1o be easy
lhough. The problem was that we were
aiming 1o land on a glacier full of crevasses,
and we were Irying to recce a decen! spol
io land at 100mph from 150m up, We wene
in a plang, not a helicoplar, 20 we Knew thal
it wouldn't be able fo pick us up again if
anything wen! wrong, and the air drop was
pretty theoretical because nomally only the
UM and the SAS do that sor of thing. But
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Base camp lies in

the

thowy' of Mouni

Asgand’s win peaks

we pulled it off = we went up above Asgard,
fell right past the tower we were planning
to climb and landed at the base. It was 50
perfect it was like a Bond movie, But real’

Houlding pattern

This was a typically head-on approach from
Houlding, a climber who's made a name
for himsell as one of the sport's wild men
He's probably best known (o the British
public for his famous tum in Top Gear
when he climbed to the lop of a cliff face
in France's Vierdon Gorge, beating an Audi
driven by Jeremy Clarkson. You may also
have seen the 2003 documentary My Right
Foot which followed his rehabilitation from
a 20m fall down the face of Patagonia's
Cerro Tome. He has also retraced plioneering
climber George Mallory's route up Everest,

for a film project namated by
Alan Rickman. When | was
a kid, Robin Hood: Prince
Of Thieves was my favourite
movie and Alan Rickman's
Sheriff was the best character,
s0 just hearing him say my
NAme was pretty awesome,’
says Houlding with a grin
Among climbers, though,
Houlding's simply known as
a fantastic talant. After taking
the spor up alongside his
father when he was only ten
years old, he was clambering
around his school bulldings
and hitchhiking lo prime spots
in the Lake District by 13 AL 16
he was British Junior Indoor
climbing champion. Since then
he's achieved things that at one
time werne thought impossible,

‘The problem
with parachuting
was that we
were aiming to

land on a glacier
full of crevasses
at 100mph’

HOULDING ON

Britain's wildest climber
talks us through the
highlights of his career

1980

Houlding Is bom on 28th July. Tm a typical
Lea,' he says, ‘In that | hate batng shit at
stull. And | was shit at school sports!”

1890

Houlding's dad takes him climbing for the
first time. 1 Joved I he says. From ten
untll | was 16 | was oot three times a weak,
I've got really strong fingers from that.

1985

Houlding tackles & mute known as Lord O
The Ales on Binas Cromlech, Sniwtdonia (el
The climb ks rmied a brutal Extremely Sevare
6 Ga. Houlding does It aged 15, at 2am, after
[ast omders In the local pub, with a8 headtorch,

1986

Houbding s named British Junlar
indoar Climbing Champion. He still
cliimbs Indoors these days You have
tn, (0 stay AL’ he says, ‘And some of
the L's walls are really Impressha.

1998

Houlding and kend Patch Hammonad
become the first Britons 0 fes-
climb El Nifio Defl on El Capitan in
Yosemite, Houkiing's first major wall

2002

Houlding suffers @ badly broken ankle during
a 20m fall, He's torced to take a vear off
climbing It was a bad decision to make that
climb, he says ‘But | can safely say | would
not be wiere | am today had | not made
that bad decision, and 'm thankiul | did

2005

He metums 10 Yosemite 10 tackla (he Hall
Dome and Freerder roates on El Capltan in
under 24 hours. Yosemite Iz like Neverland,
he says ‘And the rangers will naver catch us'

2006

Houlding makes the first ever Dase Jump
descent of Naranjo de Bulnes Hefl, one of the
highest peaks in the Flcos de Europa, Spain,

2007

He joins the Altitude Everest Expedition

[left), retracing the last steps of George
‘Because I1's there’ Mallory up Everest It's
not impossibie that Mallory would have
made I 1o the top, but given the equipment
he had and the conditions he was facing Id
say s unilkely, is Houlding's conclusion.

2000

Houlding completes a historic first ascent
of Mount Huashan et - ang of the
mast sacred mountaing In China - before
starting his preparations for Asgand,

menshinessoouk Apdl 2010 65




such as free-climbing Yosamite Mational
F‘a:}c s infamous El Capitan and Half Dome in
[ ,r. Fnr the P.a.;ﬁrd Pﬂ:l.Ec! he warﬂeu to

‘Stanley [American cli
| thought we could tal
techniques that we'd leamed in Yosemite to

100 jumps, which isn't a lot = but we were
determined to jump from the top of Asgard”
Their !.ar.i' of experience wasn' the anly
thing that makes Asgard

Aated it is, Houlding

Aftar a fall, Houlding's
tom hands threatened
=— . o end the climb

Baffin lstand], but il you're lucky a rescue
helicopter will get to you in three days. It's
like you imagine the edge of the ward to
ba - this ¢ environment from Lord Of
The Ai ut in the middle of nowhere.

oulding, Leary and British climbars
Chris Rabone and Jason Pickles made a
successful jump alongside most of their
kit, but on landing they discoverad thal
their most imporant pamachule load - a
barrel aining their climbing
exploded on landing. Their po
finy tents that can be pitched on a naar-
virtical cliff face, were wreckecd

The team was forced to spend w.'n

days trekking back to gel am
to the camera crew fiming the d..ﬂ..&r'ﬂ
sending them back 1o the remole outpost

Houlding negotiates one of
Aznand's sheer faces

of Pangnirtung to relrieve sp: While
they waited, the climbers wamed up by
tackling a routa made famous by British
Everes! veteran Doug Scott The Scolt
route is 4,500 vertical feet [1370m], says
Houlding, "and we did that In six hours.
Then we found a place o jump off!

Peak prac
When the whole team met at their intended
destination, Houlding's team hit ancther
sefious problem. They'd been Intending
1o climb th | face of the mountain,
but melting snow had made the route
to the fool of the climb dangerous, with
tennes of rock routinely falling down the
they'd have to tackle en roufe.
ad of fisking it, the team decided to
lackle the northwest face, 8 much harder
climb than the one they'd planned for
Under the British grading system, climbs
are given an “Adje rade which
describes how complicaled, dangerous and
tiing they are overall, and a Technical’ grade
using numbers and letters which rales the
difficulty of the trickiest moves on a route, The
hardes! route ever raled has been labelled
E11 or Extremely Severe 11.
The nofhwest face of Asgard

¢ - conlains sections rated EG
The thmg mat Bh, or Extremely Severe 6

with chunks of 6b technical

climbing. Houlding had been
makes Asgard [t

the summit, using nothing

dangerous iS but his fingers and loes to

get 1o the top with kit onby
used for safety purposes. The

how isolated EEETEErm

it is. If you'’re

Houlding

lucky a rescue B

CONMinLy YSlems,

helicopter will [ESiipasmy

overhanging. it's not just

get to you in Tn&‘jnin::al...EI.'E:.SI:?I:d.t_J.'-:Erhang,

and twice the height of
Canary Wharf. And just as

three days’ EraEIac
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crapped out. In the end
we managed to free-climb
half of the route, but it got
s0 brutal that we knew just getling to
the top was going to be a challenge.

Sky's the limit
The pitches [sections of climb] wem about
40m leng = nomally a pitch that long
would take somebody like me or Stankay
no more than two hours, and it might only
take 20 minutes says Houlding. Here they
were taking us fiv 5, 50 W
doing two pitch ay. Bul spi
parsonally, w zcording 1o
plan it can be kind of l:!ull Lﬂmpl::aur'n
are what make things ting.

Ag as climbing for up to 20 hours
a day, the team also had o haul thelr kit
behind them using ropes and pullays, At
right they hung their potaledges on the
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Made il Left to right: Pickles,
Houldding, Chris Rabone
and Saan ‘Stanley’ Leary
calebrate al the summit
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{ ‘ﬁ ‘It was harder than Everest

: - so tough that it was weird
being in charge. If you make
bad decisions, people die’

rock, roped themselves in and slept on
the cliff face. They melied snow in pans
for water, and cookad and ate their meals
perched on namow ledges. If's amazing
how much you need to survive in life that
wou don't think about, says Houlding.

A severe frost set in, freezing the ropes
and making it difficult to touch the icy rock
with numb fingers. Houlding's team switched
to ald-climbing, hammering pegs into the
mountain and hanging from them, but
they had barely enough kit. Houlding took
a tumble when he was just 75m from the
summit after a tiny climbing aid known as a
Skyhook gave way. Although his rope held,
his hands were tom, and for a while it looked

like the climb was over within sight of the lop.

It was way harder than Everest - so0
tough that it was weaird being in charge,
says Houlding, "My contemporaries, these
people who are as good at climbing as
| arn, and who | respect, were saying,
“What are we gonna do, captain?” and
if you make bad decisions, people die
Having their trust was an amazing thing.

Long way down

In the end, Houlding's damaged hands
couldn't stop him from getting to the top.
And the exciting part was only half over.
with wingsuits rigged to go, he and Leary

K
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were ready to jJump off the top. Ws such
a weird feeling,’ says Houlding. The thing
about a big cliff is that you never unclip fram
the rope, so it's ippy when you do. | had
my last carabiner sticking out of the flies
of my wingsuit, and when | unclipped it |
wasn'l altached to the mountain any mone”
Watching Houlding fly on the Asgard
documentary s exhilarating, and the whaole
fitm shows some of the hardest, grittiest
technical climbing on video, But does
Houlding womy about how far he's pushed
himself, and how much further he can go?
It does womy me a bit, yeah, he
concedes. To gel the same sensation of
accomplishment and get that cutting-edge
fealing, you have to keep bettering yourself,
Going to Yosemite still blows my mind, but
it's not quite the same. You want it 1o be as
hardcore as possible without anyone getting
hurt = and we were right on that fine line’
Still, Houlding has only one serious
regret about the climb. ‘When we jumped
off the top, Jason, Chris and [director of the
documentary film] Alastalr Lee had to come

down with the gear, which took them another
36 hours,’ he says. ‘In some ways it was my
most anti-climactic base jump, because as
team leader it felt wrong to abandon the
quys up thera They couldn't have made
the documentary and jumped as a team,
becausa the kit requirements did not allow
it. Flying with your kit isn1 easy — you either
have to throw it off with a parachute, or put
it down your panis, wrap ropes around your
legs and stuff the cargo down your wings,
which allers the dynamics of your flight.
Which is why Houlding already knows
whal his next mission will be. There aren't
many lop-level big wall climbers who are
also decent base jumpers, because you
need to have done about 200 skydives
before you even think about trying it
And most base jumpers cant deal with
crevaszes and avalanches. But I'm going to
put together a team who can do it. That's
the next mission, Everybody flies! O

Leo Howlding is spansomd by Baghaus. The Asgand
Progect is gvaitable on DVD at theasgardpmoject com

To watch footage of Leo Houlding in action go 1o mensfilness.co.uk/links/lechoulding
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