                                      ‘Refusing to Pay the Ferry-Man’

by
 Floating-stone [alias Frank Grant]

It was one of those days, you know the ones I mean, days where you felt it would have been better if you’d stayed in bed all day ignoring the world outside your window as it spluttered, chugged and despairingly flashed past at a rate of knots that would shame any self respecting Cheetah who took Red Bull with the excuse that it made their stripes look more stream lined! 
It was a Sunday, a very damp and overcast day back in 1976, one of only a few days that it rained throughout a sustained hot summer we had had in decades -  purgatory for river canoeists but manna from heaven for the crag rat, something I definitely was at that time in my rock climbing career and proud of it. 

Around this time, I was solo rock climbing every day as my student vacation summer job entailed working evenings which left me free to climb at my hearts content wherever I decided to go. One day I would be at Dow Crag on Coniston making easy work of routes such as Crock’s Crawl, Murray’s Route Direct, Southern Slabs, Ordinary Route ‘C’, Hopkinson’s Crack and Quest among many other favorites, the next would see me at Castle Rock where a pleasurable day would be spent doing every route on the Southern Crag before a relaxing drive back to Wray Castle, my place of temporary summer work to do an evening shift with the trainees.
Such halcyon days were my life’s blood back then. No relationship with the opposite gender to distract me, no job demands as I worked alone and at my own pace, college was a doddle and yes, life in general was great back then – or so it seemed at the time!
The previous day I had been upset at an incident which involved a young lady who I had recently met and who I felt I would like to get to know more. Such a meeting a few weeks earlier, appeared and felt all the more ‘special’ as we met after a series of events that had taken place all in the space of two hours and which could have taken a different turn at any stage along the way to our eventually chance meeting in that wet and dismal car park at Tarn Hows on one of those few wet days we had all summer.

After being in each others company for the past three weeks I returned to the Halls of Residence at Van Mildert College in Durham City for my last term and on the first weekend back Sandy had to go to Milton Keynes to attend her cousin’s wedding. We agreed for her to ring me at the college bar phone at 8pm on the Saturday night. When 8.45pm came and went and she did not ring, I deduced that she had forgotten or couldn’t care less, either way I was fed up so I decided to infuse the college bar funds by over indulging myself on the row of optics that aligned the bar. Needless to say, I suffered when I woke the following morning, the second day it rained as I recall. 

In my negative state of mind, I decided not to do the essay that was two weeks overdue but to go out walking in order to break in a new pair of high altitude climbing boots ready for my three month expedition to Nepal where I was to assist on a project helping the Nepalese Government set up their first National Park in the Langtang Region. I had no idea where I would go for a walk but ended up somehow at Steel Rigg car park on Hadrian’s Wall in Northumberland just near Once and Twice Brewed. It was drizzling but not wet enough to deter me from getting out of the warm car and donning my new boots to carry out my intention of breaking them in.
I set off from the car park with the intention of walking over to Houseteads Fort and back again, a simple plan!  As I walked along the bottom of Peel Crag, I was in a foul mood. I felt encased in a dark brooding cloud which tugged persistently at the frailties of my patience and humanity. I kicked out at tufts of grass that was guilty of nothing more than being in my path and swore at the grey resolute rock monolith guardians which formed the lower part of the Roman Wall as they taunted me. I hated the world. 
As I approached the foot of Crag Lough the drizzle had stopped and the air was warm and humid. I felt a little more positive in the damp warm air and so decided to keep to the lower path as it was a natural sun trap despite what little sun had broken through the barrier of clouds that carpeted the dull grey sky above. Although on reflection, given the mood I was in, no matter where I went, the ever present emotional repressive feeling appeared to be drawn to me as if my negativity itself was acting as a magnet. 

Days in my life when I felt like this were few and far between but when they came, they usually came with a vengeance and I knew that something was going to happen which would force me to test my own inner belief system, an arrogant held belief I admit, that I was meant to live to a ripe old age and that dying would not come to stay until I had done the thing I had agreed to do as a spirit of energy before returning to the material world to live out another human existence all over again.

This assumes of course, that I am right in my thinking that our soul goes to another plane of existence after we die and then has the opportunity to choose to come back onto the material plane again to do something to correct past errors of judgment and to pay back karma –whatever that is! 

There had been many incidents during my early childhood and adolescence which often put this belief system to the test. For example, when we lived on the Mediterranean island of Malta (1957-60), I climbed up a 125 foot limestone gorge wall beside Luqa airport to win a bet – a bottle of coke and a mars bar – and to impress a young lady who promised me her own prize if I did it. Some fifty odd feet from the top I got into serious difficulties which could so easily have ended in my demise but just when I thought I could do no more to aid my progress upwards or downwards, I got that old familiar feeling carousing through my veins, that this was not my time to die. I felt and sensed that somehow I was meant to be there and I was meant to get myself out of this situation which is what I did with some divine help.
The bottle of coke and the mars bar was all the sweeter for it and as for Karen, well she paid up but lets just leave it at that and move on.
Several months later, I and a friend took his father’s war time canvass canoe and tried to paddle around the island of Malta thinking the island small enough to get round in a hour or two but got washed out to sea where our lives were hanging by a caterpillar’s silk thread. It was an apparition that helped me take control of the situation and get us back to land dehydrated but safe. 

As I continued to walk along the lower path below the rock face, I still kicked out indiscriminately at the odd tuft of grass that happened to cross my path as my memory banks discharged reminder after reminder of events which had a major impact on my approach to life, and death. Non more so than the time a few years earlier when I was working as a Temporary Outdoor Instructor at Llanrug Outdoor Centre in North Wales. On a day off, Mike and I decided to go to Anglesey and climb a route called “The Dream of White Horses” despite having had a tiring day the day before canoeing the Menai Straits with a group, then getting called out to a mountain rescue later in the evening, then finishing the night off at some isolated barn disco where alcohol flowed like Victoria Falls. 
Before we set off for Anglesey, we finished some home brew then called into a café on the island and bravely consumed a truck driver’s greasy breakfast before setting off to warm up on Wen Slab before we introduced ourselves to The Dream of White Horses, the classic route on the cliff face then and now.
We abseiled down to the start of the route without incident although my head started to throb in unison with my stomach which was rumbling like an angry winter’s storm. Climbing up Wen Slab was not difficult and I found the touch of the rock exhilarating and enjoyable. However, the air temperature dropped a little due to the increasing wind that was blowing in off the sea and the fat and beer swilling around in my stomach was beginning to have an effect on my overall demeanour and attitude.

Once back at the top of the cliff, we abseiled back down to start the Dream of White Horses route. Halfway down we were attacked by some gulls with one of them managing to strike my shoulder as I tried to fend it off attacking my head.

All this was forgotten however, when we started the first pitch, 210 feet of upwards traversing across rough granite causing the finger ends to tingle at every touch. Then the second pitch followed, 80 foot of continued traversing which became difficult towards the end and which ended up in the lower reaches of Wen Crack. Despite the rising difficulty of this pitch, we both in turn, flowed contentedly over the rock and despite a dull aching in both my upper arms, I reveled in the movement across the hard texture of the cliff face. It was as I was standing waiting for my turn to climb across to join him at Wen Crack, that I became aware that I was shivering. 

The wind had increased and the air temperature had dropped again. I cursed as I remembered that I had left my Helly Hansen jumper in the car and hoped that I would soon be on the move to shake off the cold which was playing an out of tune piece of music on my muscles as they shaked rattled and rolled uncontrollably.
Mike interrupted the involuntary muscle movement by shouting for me to move across the leftwards traverse with increasing difficulty and to join him at Wen Crack where he was belayed. He duly pointed out that the crux was to follow so to keep an eye on how to negotiate it as it was an awkward move. I nodded but the shivering had returned with a vengeance so I was not paying attention when he negotiated the crux and disappeared around the corner. Just then a sea lion popped his head above the waves which is when I noticed that the sea was swelling to such a pitch that spray was not too far below my feet. I looked out to sea and watched transfixed at the white sea horses as line after line of white waves broke as the wind whipped across the sea surface. 

Such a scene warranted calling the route ‘Dream of White Horses’ as it was impossible not to be mesmerized by the spectacle presenting itself in such an aesthetic place. However, Mike had continued to traverse across the far wall and disappeared straight up the next pitch instead of belaying at the start of the upwards climb to end the route. By now he was out of sight and with the wind blowing into the zawn, he was also out of ear shot as well. This is where things started to turn sour.

I traversed out and up across the wall following an obvious line of small flakes until about half way across, I came to a good ledge for a rest. We were climbing with two ropes so that Mike interspersed his runner protection on alternate ropes as he went. 
On a traverse, this form of protection would prevent either of us from swinging downwards if we slipped. As I looked across to where I would be traversing, to my horror I saw that all the protection he had placed had been whipped out of the rock by the wind. In essence, the ropes were flying out from the rock face and above my head with the runners dangling in space and rapidly congregating together at the lowest part of the flying ropes. I looked well over to my left and saw the gaping mouth  of the cave that I would certainly go under if I fell. Whilst I found the scene menacing I also found it mesmerizing but any idea of wanting to test out any theory as to what would happen if I fell was the farthest thing from my mind right then.

My efforts in shouting up to Mike to inform him that the protection had all blown out proved fruitless as the words were lost in the wind. There was nothing for it but to give it a go and try not to fall. Easier said than done given my current state. It was at this stage that Newton’s law on gravity floated hurriedly into my mind and I shivered at the thought of the outcome of an object falling at thirty two feet per second per second although the cold wind had something to do with it as well. I became aware that my fingers were getting numb and my arms were feeling like lead weights. Muscles had long since gone on holiday, abandoning my arms to their weakest state, and to cap it all, I had not seen how to negotiate the crux. All I remember was that you had to negotiate a sloping chimney in a corner somehow but when I finally got to it, I could not work out whether to go high or go low to overcome it. 

As I stood there shivering like a pneumatic drill on fast speed, I tried to invoke that old safe feeling of going to live to a ripe old age but nothing came, everything was blank apart from the thought of falling and hitting the roof of the cave as I swung out and under the lip. I was not a happy bunny as they say. I was beginning to regret being where I was and for one spilt second I even thought that I hated climbing. I felt unsettled at this thought, and became more agitated at my situation.

After what seemed minutes but was probably only seconds, a huge swell came in and threw spray right up over my feet which brought me back to reality and the task to hand. I had to attempt to get across the crux and do it fast as the weather was not going to get any better. I chose to go at the crux head on which was a mistake as the clue to getting across it was by going lower. Straddled there across the crux I knew the inevitable was going to happen and it did. I slipped. I grabbed the rope thinking this would somehow protect me when I hit the roof of the cave, which of course it didn’t and suddenly realised that if I swung in at the wrong angle, the roof of the cave could cut both ropes sending me down to the cold sea below. 

I hit the roof of the cave and heard a snap as my back hit the roof of the cave but felt no pain. I oscillated side wards until the rope was taut and I was dangling on the end of it some ten feet out from the face of the rock. I started to go in and out of consciousness almost in unison with the swell of the sea as it oscillated in and out against the base of the cliff. I shouted to Mike but again the wind carried my words away. My chest started to hurt and I became acutely aware that the harness was cutting off my breathing as it rose up and pulled tight across my chest. My fingers were numb and so it was impossible to grasp the rope to prevent myself from leaning backwards which did little to ease the pain I was now feeling in my lower back area which I was later to find was due to three cracked ribs. 
I clung onto the ropes with my arms but knew that my situation was hopeless. If Mike could not hear me would he wonder why the rope became taut or would he just assume that I was taking a breather! Either way, time was running out as the spells between going in and out of consciousness was getting longer. 

Trying to reach the rock face was impossible and despite seeing in front of me a good ledge for my feet and some jugs to hold onto, the space between us may as well have been a thousand miles as to make any difference to my situation.
An invisible but noticeable darkness started to descend around me and I felt engulfed in a black cloud. Unconsciousness finally won and I disappeared into a world of silence. How long I was in this state is impossible to say but it felt timeless.

Then the voices came. Someone was outside my darkness helping me or were they dealing with a lifeless body! I started to experience strange thoughts. I was dead and the voices were doctors doing an autopsy. Then it was people carrying the stretcher I was lying on, heading for the ambulance at the top of the cliff. None of it made sense. I started to panic in my head but someone patted my right arm and softly said not to worry.
Then I felt something push me from behind. I suddenly saw the rock face looming towards me and realized my brain and thoughts had been elsewhere.  The swing on the rope eased the harness slightly so that I was able to fill my lungs with oxygen. Suddenly I hit the rock face and bounced back again to the original position. 

Everything went quiet, and whilst I saw the swell of the sea crashing against the cliff face, I heard nothing, and although I was conscious of several gulls flying nearby, I did not hear their calls. Then another feeling of being pushed brought me into contact with the cliff face and this time I managed to grab hold of the jugs and get both feet on the small ledge. My chest exploded with air as the harness eased back down off my chest and I knew somehow that everything would be ok. I gasped and panted to keep the oxygen intake high so that I would not slip back into unconsciousness. I felt a presence beside me, touching me lightly on the arm. I felt a breath of wind blow into my ear like you get when someone does it to you. Then a warm sensation as I heard that voice again saying softly, “not yet Frankie, not yet”.
Suddenly I started to be pulled upwards, first a few inches, then a foot more until I managed to get to sloping holds that led to the top of the last pitch. I started to climb the last pitch to find Mike belaying me as if nothing had happened. If it was him who had managed to pull me up that last few feet of the pitch, who or what pushed me into the cliff face in the first place and whose voice was it that I heard or perhaps it was all just a figment of an over active imagination?
There is of course, no answer to this question, and any answer that is given poses yet more questions and so I have long since stopped bothering to ask the question. I just accept that something happened that day which prevented me from suffocating in the harness as I dangled there on the end of the rope. 
As I continued on my way below Crag Lough, I started to think about other similar events but got distracted by a group of climbers on Hadrians’ Buttress I became annoyed that they seemed to be enjoying themselves whilst I was in such a negative frame of mind. Given that I was hooked on rock climbing and especially solo climbing as this was my way of teasing death (or life) and my only way of exerting power over my apparent listless life, it should be no surprise to learn that I suddenly found myself stuck at the crux of a route, some sixty feet above the ground on a small ledge on a route later identified as Jezebel Direct, a Very Severe climb of some 70 feet. How I got there was and still is beyond my comprehension but there I was stuck just below the top unable to move in any direction and to cap it all, it started to rain heavy again.
I had no idea how long I had been perched on that ledge but my body was starting to shake with the intense cold. The rain began to pulsate down the rock face in tiny rivulets, finding its way down inside my sleeves, past my neck, through my clothes and down to the boots.  
I looked around and in horror saw directly beneath me the large boulders which lay menacingly in their dank surroundings some 60 feet or so below. Spanning out below that extending down to the lake, was the steep scree bank that was also strewn with boulders of every shape and size and which looked as inviting as walking into a lion’s den with a feather duster to defend yourself.
I was aware that I was unable to feel my toes in my boots so could not tell whether they were on the small lip but reasoned that they must have been as I was still standing there. Seconds seemed minutes which seemed hours as I was unable to move side-wards, upwards or downwards. I knew I had to try for the hold I could see over to my right but was just unable to reach it with my outstretched arm. I decided that I had to make for the hold as there was nothing else I could do other than drop off and take my chances on the rock strewn scree below, an option I discounted immediately I thought about it.

Up to this point in my life, the subject of death and of being dead was for me, a paradox of disproportions. On the one hand I had never been afraid to die but I was of actually being dead itself. I have long since accepted and acknowledged that dying is an integral part of living, it’s like night and day, hot and cold, love and hate, both needing each other in order to co-exist but non the less, something I did not wish to experience myself, not right then anyway.    

I have always rationalized this paradox as being due to my love of life which revolves around my admiration and desire to always be a part of nature and the environment, whether as a spectator looking at its majestic beauty that abounds in everything I see, smell, touch and hear, or as an active participant through my climbing, walking and adventurous lifestyle. Either way, I fear and dread the day when I know I will not wake up to experience it ever again. The very thought of nothingness, of never being able to wake up to see the sun, smell the breeze, savour nature’s delights, I find abhorrently unacceptable. It was and still is all too much for me to contemplate, full stop. 

As my hands started to lose contact with the rock surface, I began to slip away from the rock. I somehow accepted that there was no doubt that I was going to die right there and then. For what seemed minutes but in reality can only have been a micro second, I had a mental discussion with someone to this effect and I felt them say that it was ok to feel this way and ‘they’ were ready for me so ‘just to let it all go’.

I suddenly became aware that I had become totally detached from the rock face but something was wrong, I was hardly falling. I sensed time had stood still. Total  darkness descended. Everything went quiet yet I could hear the blood coursing through my body with every chest pumping heartbeat. I felt warm and cozy both internally and externally in addition to feeling happier than I have ever felt before. I was at peace with not only my-self but with the universe and everyone and everything in it. I distinctly remember knowing every answer to every question there ever was and ever would be and that all negative feelings and emotions felt on this material plain was meaningless and futile. 

I welcomed such a feeling with eager open arms like a long lost friend. It resonated with being back in my mother’s womb, safe and out of harms way and I had no cares in the world. I was surrounded by peace which permeated the very core, soul and essence of my body.

Then without warning I was conscious again and was surprised to find I was still in the same position as I was when darkness engulfed me. I became acutely aware of everything around me and I was able to spend time looking at the very rock texture in front of me which I had just become detached from. I saw tiny schist particles shinning in the sunlight that had broken through the brooding clouds and noticed the rain had stopped. But I was still not moving. Time appeared to have ceased to exist.

I felt something touch me in the centre of my back just like I did when on the Dream of White Horses and the darkness engulfed me once again which I welcomed back like a long lost friend.

I sensed I was floating in this sea of darkness although I had no sense of smell, touch or of hearing but did have a distinct and acute sense of intellectual awareness. I was so happy that I wondered what all the fuss about death and dying was all about. As I floated in this sea of darkness, I felt the love of everyone I had ever known caress me in a way that made me feel whole, safe and satisfied that I had lived my life as it was meant to have been lived. I sensed that the universe was in order and that what was about to happen was meant to happen right there and then.
My ‘mind’ felt rich and full with all the answers of the universe once again and I felt powerful and in total control of my thought processes. I saw everyone I had ever known both those still living and those who had since ‘passed on’ and felt connected to them directly. Then it happened. I came face to face with my soul my internal spirit and I suddenly knew everything there is to know about spirituality in the human context. I remember laughing at the idiosyncratic ideas mortal human beings have of both the soul and spirituality as they are not the same thing. I felt immensely ‘alive’.
Time continued with no apparent movement and my senses became heightened to such proportions that I heard everyone I had ever met talking all at once yet understood what they were all saying all at the same time. At one point I even recognized my own thoughts as they swept over my very senses and it all made perfect sense at long last.
Once all the voices and thoughts had dissipated, I floated on and in a sea of unconditional compassion, understanding and recognition which gave meaning and explanation to every question I had ever asked and thought about the concept of the word ‘love’. I was totally happy and content. I did not want this feeling to ever stop.

All of a sudden I heard a whooshing sound as I opened my eyes to see the rock face zooming past at 32 foot per second per second. I was filled with utter horror and dread, fear and terror then it all went black again and I was back ‘home’ in the sea of tranquility. All was well with the universe once again.

Without warning or hearing any whooshing sounds, I opened my eyes again to see pale blue skies above, birds flying in circles over me, the tender touch of a soft breeze as it blew across my face just like it does on a warm balmy summer’s day. The rain had completely stopped and all was peaceful and quiet. I felt I was in heaven at last.
Just then some white fluffy clouds came into view and I took great delight in the knowledge that if this was heaven, then all those in my past who said that you have to lead a totally blameless life without sin, in order to go to heaven, was wrong. All fear of being dead or even of dying had evaporated and I was content to exist in this state for eternity.

As I could neither see nor feel my body, I assumed that my soul had left its shell and had traveled through the darkness to come to rest at a place which it felt most peaceful in. 
Without warning, my heaven was shattered when a face appeared over the top of my head complete with climbing helmet. “Are you ok pal” came his question which vexed me as I thought that if anyone was to be with me in my ‘heaven’ it would either be a relative that I loved or a climbing friend who shared similar values about nature and the environment, but this was a total stranger. 

His question made me move my head which is when I felt the sharp rock protruding into the back of my neck. Up until then, I was totally unaware of it so was a little annoyed with him for bringing this to my attention. Then another face came into view, then another, and then it hit me. I was not dead. 

This was not my heaven. ‘Shit’ was all I said in reply. As I tried to move, I realized I did not know where my left arm or right leg was and struggled to get them moving just to let me know that I had not broken my neck or back, but nothing happened.

Just then, someone said to lie still as they had sent for the mountain rescue team and an ambulance and they were already on their way.

Being obstinate, I tried to lean over on my right side and would have fallen back down if someone had not helped me to sit up. It was then that I understood why I could not feel my left arm or my right leg. The arm was folded behind my back and my leg was bent at the knee and lying under my right leg. I suspected both were badly broken but then I sensed both had pins and needles racing through the tissues so hopefully deduced they were not broken or damaged. After some puffing and panting, I managed to stand up with some help just as the mountain rescue team arrived and felt relieved at the knowledge that there were no broken bones.
I was both shocked and taken aback at where I had landed. I thought I would be lying at the bottom of the rock face but I was in fact lying down by the waters edge way  below the crag. How did I get there? Why did I not have any broken bones? Why did I not have any cuts or bruises? Why was my head free of any injury?  Where was all the blood? Such questions came and went in micro seconds and then were interrupted by someone telling me to get onto the stretcher. My obstinate personality took charge and I refused saying I would rather walk to the ambulance thank you very much as I was a member of a mountain rescue team and I knew how difficult it would be for them to carry me all the way back to Steel Rigg car park.

They tried several times to coax me onto the stretcher but gave up when I started to walk back up the scree to the path below the crags. As we walked slowly it became clear that the other climbers on the adjacent buttress had seen me start to climb solo on Jezebel Buttress and when they did not see me around after a short while, they came looking for me. They said they did not hear me cry out nor did they hear any thud or other noise when I must have literally hit ‘rock’ bottom.

We arrived at the car park where a large crowd were waiting with cameras at the ready but they seemed confused when the stretcher arrived with no one on it. By the time they realized the casualty had walked, I had collapsed on the ambulance floor with shock, the doors were closed and we were off speeding towards Newcastle General Hospital, blue light flashing and siren wailing.

When I came to, I was still lying down in the ambulance and the siren was going like the clappers along with the blue flashing light. I asked the medic who was sitting in with me if he knew something I didn’t but he just said that they should have been off duty ten minutes ago and wanted to get back to Newcastle General a.s.a.p. so not to let the blue flashing light or the siren bother me. It didn’t so I just relaxed and waited until we got to the casualty department of the hospital.

The ambulance doors opened and there stood someone with a trolley bed, three  nurses, and a doctor making sure that the casualty would be taken directly to the operating theatre where they were waiting to repair the damaged body. As I stepped down from the ambulance, they rushed into the back of the ambulance to get the casualty. They stood there, mouths agape when the ambulance driver pointed to me and said that I was the casualty, the one who fell over sixty feet whilst solo rock climbing without a helmet.

They were clearly expecting to see a mangled body with severe injuries when the call came in that a climber had fallen. Instead their disbelief at the lack of injuries swept through the hospital as nurses and doctors even medical orderlies came to have a gawp at the patient sitting in a side ward. Talk about a Monty Python script!  

Before I walked out of the hospital, the doctor who met the ambulance came over to me to ask if I really did fall 60 odd feet without a helmet on and did I really walk to the ambulance. Once I had convinced him that this was the truth he just shook his head and said “your’ guardian angel must have been with you that’s all I can say”.

For my part, I have no idea why I was neither injured nor killed. Perhaps my late maternal Gran who was a spiritualist and medium did have something to do with it, or maybe that it was just not my time to die. Either way, the one question which still begs an answer, is why I suffered no major injuries given the distance I fell and the terrain I fell on, this is without taking into consideration the distance I was supposed to have rolled down the scree slope before coming to an abrupt stop.

As for Jezebel Direct – well I returned several years later and completed the route without any problems and indeed, when I got to the crux I floated past it with ease and could not understand why I could not reach that elusive hold the first time. 

Oh and that phone call – well a few days later Sandy got in touch and asked why I had not been at the phone at the agreed time of 9pm the night before. We have both had the past thirty years together to see the funny side of it all.
As for death, well it really is life after all…………..isn’t it!
floating-stone (alias FJG)
Oct. 2006

