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Abstract

In July 1967 fifteen million people were glued to their TV sets to watch one of the most audacious BBC outside broadcasts - the climbing of the Old Man of Hoy. A 450-ft crumbling sea stack situated in the Orkneys was conquered by six climbers in a broadcast that has been dubbed the first ‘reality television’ programme; connecting an armchair audience with the elite of a sporting subculture intent on conquering one of Britain’s most spectacular geological treasures. This paper, which draws upon original archive material, autobiographical accounts and press reports, recreates the climb and situates the broadcast historically, within the evolution of televised climbing in Britain, and considers the continuing and evolving relationship between climbers and the media. 

Introduction

In a little-known essay on the hero the political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau contemplates that heroic virtues emerge when reputation is called into question; ‘How many feats performed in the light of the Sun, under the chiefs’ gaze and in front of an entire army, have not been belied in the silence and darkness of night?’ [1] This statement perhaps gives a nod toward an elementary sociology of courage but it also gives insight into the nature of the public arena. This space is one of possibility and vulnerability. In failing to overcome obstacles placed in front of them or living up to cultural expectations the performer is revealed to be flawed and fallible. Charisma, as Weber noted, relies on a sustained exhibition of the gifts of grace. [2] But through a performance that reveals the ‘right stuff’ – the qualities and virtues necessary to become a hero – adulation, recognition and reputation can be earned.  

    Rousseau’s civic heroism is rooted in a model of publicness based upon the co-presence of individuals to witness heroic deeds. Yet, as Thompson notes, the development of the media and the use of technical mediums (radio, TV, cinema, print media) has created new forms of publicness which have challenged and supplanted this form of social interaction. [3] Individuals who are distant to each other and who do not share a common locale can join in the action through receiving information and symbolic content. Sport is one area where modern mass media communications have provided diverse audiences with a ‘rare opportunity to experience genuine uncertainty’ through watching a live event. [4] Audiences have witnessed victory and defeat in moments that have entered the national psyche. [5] But to date most historical analyses of the media (particularly television) and sport have concentrated on sports that are central to British popular culture. It is the intention of this paper to provide a partial corrective to this through highlighting a sport which episodically gains media and public interest – mainly through death and tragedy – but which has been central to Britain’s cultural history - climbing. 
    This article will focus on the climbing of the Old Man of Hoy in July 1967 as a live sporting spectacle and key episode in Britain’s cultural, sporting and television history which has been forgotten or has lain dormant in popular memory. It will briefly explore the relationship between climbers and the media, charting the shift from amateurs suspicious of media populism and its riches to professionals who thrive on these ingredients. The paper charts the development of TV climbs from the early 1960s to the climbing of the Old Man - what is arguably the pinnacle of the medium as climbers came to grips with the rock face and the technological and cultural necessities of the media age. Furthermore, this article provides a glimpse into the intentions, motives, passions and purposes of a group of climbers that came to define the sport in the post-war era. 

Climbing and the media
‘I knew that climbers hated journalists’, wrote Peter Gillman in the foreword to his collection of mountaineering journalism In Balance. [6] Distrust and unease over press intrusion had been present within the climbing fraternity many years before the tabloid revolution and sensationalist stories about the dangers of risk-taking, needless death and environmental degradation. Many of the pre-war generation considered publicity as an anathema to the amateur spirit. Climbing was regarded as a private affair between man and his mountain. It was intrinsically valuable, leading to personal fulfilment; self-discovery, enjoyment, and the realisation of private dreams. Wilfrid Noyce, the scholar, poet and climber, defined this type of modern adventure, not in terms of its public benefits – new scientific, geographical or sociological knowledge - but as ‘a novel enterprise undertaken for its own sake’. [7] Eric Shipton, the leading Himalayan mountaineer from the 1930s to 1950s, was unenthused by the excess interest, feeling that publicity contaminated the real value of undertaking climbing -  exploring and contending with a mountaineering problem in the company of likeminded men. [8] In notes made for a radio broadcast in October 1952 he stated ‘…mountaineering ventures are best financed from private sources as this precludes the necessity of undesirable publicity.’ [9] This view was also shared by Arthur Hinks, secretary of the Mount Everest Committee (and Professional Secretary of the Royal Geographical Society 1915-1945), who, with fervour bordering on pathological disorder, attempted to stifle all publicity relating to the Everest attempts of the 1920s. He wrote to the Surveyor General of India, complaining: ‘All these questions of dealing with the newspapers are personally very distasteful to me and I regret that the committee thought it necessary to enter into them.’ [10]
     Other climbers were more sanguine and accepted a relationship with the media, but on their own terms. H.W. Tilman decried the fleeting interest in mountaineering by the press, which led to unforgivable errors in reporting, but pragmatically used monies raised through the writing of expedition accounts to defray expenses. [11] By the 1920s it was common for the larger expeditions to sell rights to print dispatches and photographs from the front to news organisations, in return for a sizeable contribution to expedition expenses. The Times – the stalwart of imperial heroic adventure- enjoyed a near monopoly on reporting the efforts of British Everest expeditions from 1921, which caused resentment by rival publications. After news broke of the first ascent in 1953, for example, A.J. Cummings implored the editor of The Times to recognise ‘patriotic obligation’ to share the story by allowing a simultaneous release with other British press, as they had done with Mrs. Roosevelt’s visit to London in 1942, to ‘amplify a stirring national success on a stirring national occasion.’ [12] Mountaineering was big news.

     Yet, its starlets were modest men unused to the glare of the media. Climbing was still beholden to a last generation of enthusiasts who lived by an amateur ethos. The Everesters of 1953 were climber-gentlemen; models of reserve, unmoved by crass competitive motivations, trained in self-repression, reticence and restraint. [13] The Daily Express correspondent, who was with the expedition on their return through the foothills of the Himalaya, described them as ‘unpretentious, unconscious of greatness or courage, horrified by formality, embarrassed by acclaim.’ [14] This was an image which was sustained on the return of the team to London airport on 3 July 1953. The Daily Mail reported of the press conference held at the Royal Geographical Society that the retelling of their heroic tale was simply, ‘A great adventure story told with modesty, fantastic understatement, and shyness.’ [15] These were ordinary men who clambered from the B.O.A.C. aeroplane onto the tarmac at London airport. The Manchester Guardian observed:
They are modest men, as is usual with brave men. As is also usual, they looked like ordinary men – a bunch of undergraduates, most of them looked like, and Colonel Hunt an unacademic don. They were dressed carelessly. Some had their jackets thrown over their arms. None of them looked as if they would wear [sock] suspenders. [16]

George Band called the media circus that followed them the ‘other Everest’. These were men unaccustomed to publicity and a hero-seeking public that feasted on stories of daring and adventure from far off places. [17] 

     Television would change all this, transforming climbers into stars, climbing into a series of spectacles and audiences into spectators. The medium connected living-room audiences directly with a sporting subculture at work. The climber-gentlemen of yesteryear faded away and in their place emerged a new generation intent on demonstrating their mettle in the mountains. Men like Joe Brown, Ian McNaught-Davis and Tom Patey would become the ‘rugged equivalent of the prewar matinee idol’. [18] By the time television climbing reached its peak, with the broadcast of the Old Man of Hoy ascent in July 1967, climbing for television was firmly established as one among many routes to developing a full-time vocation among the mountains. Most elite climbers would still draw incomes from established auxiliary activities: mountain rescue, tuition, selling equipment, print and photo journalism, but now was added the ‘Telstar’, whose skill it was to appear ‘gripped’ and persuade viewers of the risks and terrifying nature of climbing. [19] 
Televised climbing 

The first televised climbs were developed in continental Europe on famous routes and in spectacular locations in the early 1960s. In January 1963 cameras gave daily coverage to the first ascent of the Super-Direct route on the North Face of the Cima Grande in the Dolomites. Later in that year (19 May) French TV broadcast an ascent of the Aiguille de Midi, Chamonix, involving an international team under the direction of Guido Magnone. This climb had some technical merit with verglassed rock on steep pitches on the final third of the ascent which needed to be tackled. However, the climbers struggled with the demands of TV production, which called for fixed ropes and artificial aids to be used in order to minimise safety concerns and to ensure action when the film was rolling. The producers maintained the impression of a live climb by using cameras in fixed positions at long distances so as not to give the game away. But the illusion was open to exploitation. Mancunian climber Joe Brown, the only Briton to take part, thought the climb was a ‘fraud’; 

Having climbed the first part, we roped down to the bottom during a break in the programme and walked round to the cablelift station to eat and drink. Meanwhile the viewers thought we were still battling our way up the face in a blizzard. When the time came round for the next broadcast we roped down to our new positions higher up the face. [20]
     Despite this sleight of hand the BBC took advantage of the popularity of televised climbing by commissioning a live program of an ascent of Snowdon’s Clogwyn du’r Arddu, ‘the finest crag in Britain south of the Scottish border’. [21] It starred the French climber Robert Paragot alongside the cream of British talent: Joe Brown, Don Whillans and Ian McNaught-Davis. ‘4 Men, 1 Face’ was broadcast on 28 September 1963 with commentary provided by Magnone and the journalist and Olympic gold medallist Chris Brasher. The programme was transmitted on Grandstand between Davis Cup tennis and horse-racing from Newbury. Grandstand anchorman David Coleman introduced the climb as a TV first – the first ever live coverage of UK mountaineering. The audience would be treated to ‘fireside mountaineering’ and ‘carpet slippered climbing’ by having dramatic pictures of a potentially deadly outdoor venture beamed into the comfort of their own home. [22] The climb was broadcast in four segments: up the near perpendicular ‘Black Face’ of Snowdon; a traverse of the face; at the halfway mark (the ‘Crack’); and, from the arête, an overhang where the climbers used artificial aids, to the summit. This provided a visual narrative to the action and movements ahead. However, it was not considered a good televisual experience. The action was clouded by rain and mist and, despite good weather in rehearsals the previous day, the cameras in the best positions failed on the day of the broadcast, leading one reviewer to comment that it was ‘several hours of watching dirty cotton wool twitching in a draught.’ [23] 
     Nevertheless, the BBC persisted with its new sporting genre and on Friday 16 July 1964 broadcast ‘Operation Overhang’ as part of BBC 2’s Time Out programme. Kilnsey Crag, near Skipton, Yorkshire, provided the setting for climbing by Ian McNaught-Davis, Peter Crew, Barry Ingle and Paul Nunn. The Radio Times described it as the ‘dizziest and trickiest…most ferocious and sensational overhang in Britain’. [24] The climb involved a display of the use of artificial aids to traverse the Crag, a massive piece of limestone that bulges over the road below. Powerful lamps lit up the climbers’ progress for the final transmission of a feat that was compared to walking on a ceiling. This was made possible by hammering pitons (steel pegs) into the rock to support a rope to stop the climber from falling. The climbers were literally suspended like ‘spidermen’. 
     The following year ITV responded with ‘Coronation Street’, a climb of Cheddar Gorge, broadcast on 29 May 1965 as part of the channel’s World of Sport programme. Ned Kelly, a producer for Television Wales and West, originally proposed a climb of the Avon Gorge, a limestone ravine North East of Bristol, but this was not chosen for aesthetic reasons. The structure of the rock was deemed to have a ‘characterless uniformity’ which lacked the necessary visual and sporting ingredients. [25] Instead, the imposing Gorge of the Mendip Hills was chosen. Its limestone architecture lent itself better to black and white television. 

     The climb marked Chris Bonington’s debut as a climbing television performer. Together with Tony Greenbank and Mike Thompson he would climb High Rock, a recognised climbing challenge, a vertical buttress 400 feet high. Up until 1965 this was still unclimbed. The May broadcast was a repeat of a route established and rehearsed by the trio in January 1965. Although the programme was a minor success Bonington realised that his climbing colleagues would question the value of the ascent and so was quick to defend the broadcast. He explained in his second autobiography that establishing brand new routes is a painstaking and slow process which would lack the excitement demanded by television. ‘We had to show the public how we climbed, but at the same time we had to make it visually interesting, and to do that, we had to be able to climb quickly, to a set schedule.’ [26] Instead of a crafted edited film of the ascent - with close-ups, angled shots, and varied camera positions - the action was captured as it happened. Stationary cameras were trained on the movements of the climbers and the subsequent footage was edited live for the broadcast. The demands for liveness, however, required an adjustment of techniques. The climbers thoroughly rehearsed their movements, sacrificing spontaneity and unpredictability in order to offer a privileged connection to a ‘risky’ sporting practice involving elite performers. Educational and entertainment values ruled the day. ‘The challenge’, Bonington later reflected, ‘was to try to put across to the lay viewer what climbing entails – not just the obvious sensationalism, but how I, the climber, feel, as I work my way up a stretch of rock which is commonplace to me, but unbelievably difficult and dangerous to the beholder.’ [27] 
     The Cheddar Gorge climb was followed on 14 July 1965 by a centenary climb of the Matterhorn, in a combined BBC/Swiss Television effort. This was originally planned by Chris Brasher as a fifty minute documentary re-enactment but it was decided that the programme should follow the precedent set by previous TV climbs by following the efforts of a group of elite climbers as they attempted the mountain. A young David Dimbleby provided a historical commentary for the climb, from Zermatt, which placed the images in the context of the drama that met Whymper’s party in 1865. However, the star of the show was Ian McNaught-Davis who combined ‘coolness and courage’ to provide commentary as he climbed. The climb was shown live and, with new lightweight video recording equipment, it was the first time cameras followed the ascent, adding to the suspense. [28] The producer, Alan Chivers, declared it to be ‘the diciest outside broadcast I’ve attempted’ [29], a sentiment shared with Aubrey Singer, Head of Television Outside Broadcasts, Feature and Science Programmes at the BBC, who wrote a memo Chivers two weeks before the climb asking him to ‘make a point of briefing all your climbers not to take unnecessary risks just because they are on television’. [30] 
     According to a BBC Audience Research Report the climb was a resounding success, with the camera team gaining special mention for their display of ‘endurance, courage and skill’. [31] At the peak of its coverage seven million people watched the climb (15% of the population). One of the survey participants claimed to be ‘panting with exertion’ having watched the spectacle, a theme which also gained praise from a reviewer in the Daily Express, who heralded the new age of reality television. 

This kind of transmission – allowing us, however vicariously, to take part in real-life events the world round – is what television should be offering us more often rather than the studio-bound pseudo-TV we so often endure. [32]
Despite clear public appetite for this type of programme the production was not as exacting as it could have been. The Audience Research Report noted complaints that the climbers made it look too easy, like they were ‘out for a stroll’ by creating such a ‘cool, calm, atmosphere the ascent became dull and lacked tension’. The ascent of the Matterhorn was thus a mixed success, but indicated a demand for live climbs which were visually spectacular, which truly tested the mountaineering proficiency, and contained drama and suspense. 

     These points were taken on board and the BBC commissioned a new epic. ‘The greatest show on earth’, as Tom Patey called it, was coverage of a climb of Red Wall, on the Anglesey sea cliffs near Holyhead, broadcast on 9 April 1966 as part of Grandstand. [33] The vertical Wall, composed of unreliably loose rock and guarded by guillemots and seagulls, proved to be a true test for the climbers. The cliff plunges directly into the sea and to climb up it required descending a rope, finding footholds near the bottom and then locating a viable route up the face. If these conditions were not tough enough the principal climbers – Ian McNaught-Davis, Chris Bonington, Tom Patey and Royal Robbins were forbidden from early rehearsals. The producers also decided to introduce substantial climbing risks to reduce the ‘comfort’ factor by deliberately spacing out ten foot gaps between the pitons fixed to the Wall. These decisions were taken, according to Patey, to ‘conserve an atmosphere of tension and lend verisimilitude to the live recording’. [34] However, there was some disquiet from the climbers over the extent of TV involvement in what ostensibly should have been decisions made by experts. Joe Brown wrote;
…the location was chosen more because of its convenience for staging a television programme than because of the quality of the climbing. The route we did was completely artificial and my first impressions of the quality of the rock [‘horribly loose’] were certainly confirmed. [35]

Reinforcing Brown’s view, Patey described that the Wall was

…composed of repulsively loose rock [but] on either side were fine unclimbed cliffs of impeccable granite which were more attractive propositions in every respect save one – they did not measure up to B.B.C. Outside Broadcast specifications. [36] 
     The climbers also had to contend with gigantic waves from the Irish Sea which surged up the cliff, and were required to make extensive use of artificial aids – imported by the American rock climber Royal Robbins – which some thought contravened the ethics of the sport. [37] It appeared as if the demand of the TV medium had reshaped the practice to its own needs. This opened up a potentially divisive state of affairs. On the one hand, television had helped to popularise climbing by revealing the locations, equipment, techniques and qualities necessary to participate. On the other, by pursuing entertainment values, climbers were experiencing a loss of control in a sport where managing risk is the difference between life and death. An equilibrium would need to be struck that provided satisfaction for all parties - climbers, producers, and viewers. This would be found on the Orkney island of Hoy, the site of the most famous TV climb.
Climbing the Old Man of Hoy 
…its crest rising to great height, and shivered into rocks which seem almost inaccessible, intercepts the mists as they drive from the Atlantic, and, often obscured from the human eye, forms the dark and unmolested retreat of hawks, eagles, and other birds of prey. [38]

This was how Sir Walter Scott, the Scottish writer of romantic heroic adventure, described the Old Man in his lesser known work, The Pirate. The Old Man, is a 450-ft sandstone sea stack, perched on a plinth of igneous basalt, its four rough sides heavily etched by centuries of Orcadian weather. It has a mystical quality, as mists and foam cloud its form and the Atlantic roars and crashes around its base. One nineteenth century travel writer thought it ‘a grim and veteran sentinel at his post’ who ‘keeps silent watch and ward amid the lonely waters.’ [39] Malcolm, an Orcadian poet, considered it to possess quasi-mythical qualities; the bearer of battle-scars against the elements:

Based in the sea, his fearful form

Glooms like the spirit of the storm;

An occan Babal, rent and worn

By time and tide – all wide and lorn;

A giant that had warred with Heaven,

Whose ruined scalp seems thunder-riven – [40]

    The Old Man is a perfect space for adventure, requiring a heroic journey in order to conquer the peak. Where it was once (it is speculated) attached to the mainland by an archway, this umbilical lifeline has collapsed, leaving it surrounded by a landscape of rough boulders around its base, defended by crashing waves from the Atlantic. This obstacle must be traversed in order to engage the challenge. The first adventurers to do so were Chris Bonington, Tom Patey and Rusty Baillie in 1966, away from the TV cameras -  although there is a local legend that it was first scaled by an islander for a wager in the nineteenth century who later repeated the feat in order to rescue his forgotten pipe from the summit. [41] Patey, whose love of climbing sea stacks prematurely ended his life in 1970, considered the Old Man a stack of ‘majestic proportions’ and a technically difficult challenge, even by its easiest route, which required skilled application of modern climbing apparatus. [42] The first ascent was understandably cautious and took three days of reconnaissance and probing to complete. Two difficulties were faced. The rock – soft, crumbly and brittle – threatened to break away and send the party to their doom. Whilst petrels and fulmars guarded the root to the summit, expelling a ‘foul-smelling oil from their throats into the face and eyes of any intruder’. [43] Nevertheless, with persistence and good application of artificial aids – pitons, bongs and wedges – the summit was reached, revealing an odd snooker table-sized patch of grass and heather. On that occasion the climbers met a limited public gaze. Nine locals watched from the adjacent clifftops the first day and, perhaps with their inquisitions satiated, none re-appeared the next day. Patey, a well-known humourist, described their summit experience as ‘Like the Beatles arriving at an empty London Airport, we were already forgotten heroes.’ [44] 
    The situation was markedly different the following year. Patey had put together a strong and convincing case to the BBC that the Old Man would make fantastic television by submitting a file of detailed notes, including logistical plans, maps, photos, a list of accommodation and newspaper clippings. [45] He considered no other site as offering such a spectacular objective within easy range of a TV camera. Following an engineering survey to establish the feasibility of a broadcast, the BBC decided to commission the programme. The venture was heralded in a press release as one of the most difficult outside broadcasts ever attempted by BBC engineers. The producer, Alan Chivers, was again daunted by the logistical nightmare before him and declared the broadcast a ‘bigger headache than anything I’ve done before’. Sixteen tons of equipment was transported 450 miles from Rhu in the Firth of Clyde by tank landing craft to Hoy. Once on the island the equipment was driven twenty miles to Rackwick, where, without the luxury of road, the last three miles of undulating peat bogs would have to be traversed. The gear was mounted on large steel runners and ‘sledged’ – about three tons at a time – over the bog and heatherland. Sensibly the BBC had hired the necessary manpower in a platoon of the Scots Guards to help with the logistics. In order to get the cameras to their cliff ledge positions they were hauled up a one-in-one gradient for 400 feet and then lowered to pre-identified vantage points surrounding the Old Man. [46] 

     A crack team was assembled which included both climbers and climbing cameramen who had extensive Alpine or Himalayan experience. Three routes were to be attempted. Bonington and Patey would repeat their 1966 ascent of the Old Man via the East Face. Joe Brown and Ian McNaught-Davis would take the South Face, while Peter Crew and Dougal Haston the South-East Arête. The latter routes were considered to be ‘immensely difficult’. [47] Hamish MacInnes and John Cleare were hired as mobile climbing cameramen, while Ian Clough and Rusty Baillie, both of whom had climbed the North Wall of the Eiger, carried transmitters. All were handsomely paid. The climbers and mobile cameramen received a basic rate of £125 with supplements for being involved with the technical preparations and rehearsals. (They later received a 75% repeat fee when the broadcast was re-shown on December 23 1967). The Sherpas – climbers acting as porters – were given a basic fee of £30, with a further £12 10s for each day spent on the rock. The final budget estimate was £24,228, with roughly ten percent spent on artists’ fees and the bulk on the cost of transporting equipment. [48] 
     The programme aired in a week that was big news for sport. On Friday 7 July sixty-six year-old Francis Chichester received his knighthood from the Queen at Greenwich for completing a solo circumnavigation via the three Capes in Gypsy Moth IV. Whilst on 13 July cyclist Tommy Simpson would die climbing Mont Ventoux during the Tour de France, imploring onlookers to put him back on his bike with his last breath. It was thus sandwiched between the pomp and ceremony of a state celebration of Britain’s adventurous spirit and the tragic tale of a hero who pushed his quest for glory to the limits. To the public The Old Man of Hoy echoed this narrative and tension between adventure, calculated risk and possible death. 

    Necessary steps would be taken to minimise the chances of accident. Chris Bonington was keen to produce a fascinating, though instructive, spectacle. The intention was to strike a balance between safety and performance. Some members of the team favoured the former. Pete Crew wrote to Chris Brasher the year before asking for future programmes to be ‘approached in a more rational manner’ putting aside the heightened drama in favour of a technical display that illustrated the craft of the sport: ‘forget all the extreme excitement … and get down to some brass tacks.’ [49] Yet, Bonington felt that previous TV climbs had become too mannered, operating within safe limits that had lost the intrinsic tension and excitement of making ascents. However, he also recognised, given the large investment by the BBC, there was a need to provide a good return. To ensure this the more difficult sections were practiced and lines were fixed part-way up the harder routes. [50] Spontaneity would not be boundless but within boundaries. 

    The assembled cast arrived shortly before the broadcast and entered what was universally described as a circus. Camera rehearsals were carried out in the two days leading up to the first transmission in order to get film in the can in case of technical problems. In total the BBC would broadcast two hours and fifty minutes of climbing action. An evening programme on Friday 7 July set the scene from Hoy and climbing proper began on Saturday as mists cleared. A five minutes highlight show was broadcast later in the evening. After an overnight bivouac the climbers resumed their progress. Patey was first to reach the summit, during the fourth transmission late on Sunday afternoon and the others completed their routes on schedule. A final forty-five minute late night programme included a highlights package which reviewed the action over the previous days. The broadcast finished in spectacular fashion with a 450ft sunset abseil from the summit involving a nervous Chris Bonington. The other climbers – preferring caution to spectacle - descended the Old Man by the early hours of Monday morning. [51]

    The climbers clearly enjoyed the challenge. Ian McNaught Davis was in his element describing the technical nous required to ascend such an obstacle; Tom Patey – ever the clown - dramatically swung on his jumars clear away from the face to the gasps of the audience, whilst Brown, whose weathered face matched the texture of the rock, continued his earnest progress, cigarette in mouth. Yet, the climb was not without danger. Poor quality sandstone rock posed an obvious threat and required careful application of the latest artificial equipment and techniques. Its tendency to crumble and flake away under pressure meant the climbers had to remain alert to make sure their pitons were secure. No amount of experience would mitigate the risk. Even Dougal Haston, the steely conqueror of the Eiger’s North Face, noted that his South East Arête route was on a par with the Cima Ovest in the Dolomites in leaving him and his partner exposed to the elements. [52]

     Chris Brasher, who was once again employed as commentator, heightened the sense of danger through his cliché-ridden commentary. During the late Sunday afternoon transmission he circulated between climbers caught in awkward positions – Brown grappling for a ledge, Haston concentrating on a difficult section and Bonington climbing up a chimney. Much to Haston’s consternation ‘Brasher’s eagle eye always seemed to spot when you were on a difficult part, so the viewers would often get gasping, unrehearsed answers to his questions.’ [53] Even the overnight bivouac was given a sensationalised inflection. Brasher ended the Saturday night programme on the following note: 
…such is the lure of climbing, the fascination of pitting the human spirit against the apparently impossible that climbers accept such a night, cramped on a tiny ledge, as part of the challenges which the mountain seems, by its very presence, to throw to them. [54]
The reality was slightly different. Haston joked how the bivouac was one of the most unpleasant he had endured. Not only did they have warm sleeping bags, foam mattresses, a hot meal and a bottle of whisky, but they could also read owing to the lights mounted on the cliffs of Hoy. [55] Unlike Brown on the Aiguille de Midi, however, Haston did not complain of the dissonance between reality and appearance. 

    Brasher’s commentary reinforced the message that the BBC were offering privileged access to an elite that usually operate on the frontiers of civilisation and at extreme physical limits. Joe Brown was introduced in heroic terms on the final transmission as the conqueror of Kangchenjunga in 1955. ‘Once in a generation perhaps there comes a man like this, who breaks through the barriers of his craft.’ [56] Later on Haston reminded the audience that they were witnessing professionals in action; men who had stared death in the face on dangerous Alpine attempts;

 This is fantastically comfortable Chris, I’ve got hammocks here onto expansion bolts and I feel really relaxed….I feel a lot better than I did on the Eiger which was a step out, out of the ice: we were sitting in slings then….it was about -40ºC: and the wind was then about 100mph. it wasn’t a very comfortable night compared what this one seems to be. [57] 

These comments had the effect of historicising the climb by placing it within a continuing narrative of British climbers in extremis. Haston, for instance, recounted how this was in part good training for a future expedition he was planning to Cerro Torre in Patagonia, which ended in tragedy and failure. The message relayed to the public was that this was no cosy outing but one infused with danger and unpredictability. 

      By the time of the Hoy broadcast it was clear that the viewing public were witnessing a new generation of climbers, a different breed made for the television age.  They were ‘naturals’, comfortable under the gaze of the camera and the glare of publicity. A reviewer for the Daily Mirror considered them to be ordinary fellows, un- or even anti-heroic, prone to larking about and having fun. ‘They didn’t dress it up…. They beefed about rock flaking off.…When they were tired and fed up they said it, when exultant, they whooped.’ [58] The microphones picked up backchat, song and laughter. The climbers provided evocative descriptions of the section they were attempting. Chris Bonington, during the mid-afternoon Sunday transmission, relayed to the audience the hazards of tackling a foreign environment:
I try to get up this wall here. Well this is real good old fashioned climbing, much and dirt and great big jags it’s real mountaineer’s game: not too difficult, but everything is so slippery, because of all this moss and slime, it’s all over the place. [59] 

Similarly, Ian McNaught-Davis rejoiced in telling Chris Brasher how Joe Brown had been attacked in the night – bitten by a seabird – and was having to endure the pungent ammonia smell from the discharge spewed out by the frightened birds every time his head poked over a new ledge. These episodes heightened the voyeuristic appeal of the programme and gave the impression that the audience were privy to an authentic mini-adventure.

     Live climbing broadcasts offered new challenges to climbers. Like other reality TV formats a ‘dual orientation’ needs to be negotiated. Action must be oriented to the immediate task and the presence of cameras forgotten, bringing a touch of normality to the proceedings. The climbing cameramen documented this process by recording ‘a slipping foot, a clutching hand … a grimace of fear.’ [60] However, precisely because it is a TV programme, the participants are aware of the need for mediated quasi-interaction, and so direct their behaviour toward the recipients of the pictures. [61] Thus alongside the requisite sporting skills these new ‘rock stars’ had to learn elementary stage craft. Patey later wrote of this as a necessary concession to the medium; 

… the climbing team should appear to be unaware of the microphones nestling against their windpipes, the spotlights of the giant television cameras, the sixty assorted sound mechanics, electricians and prop-men, and the policemen restraining the crowds at the cliff top. It is, after all, an informal occasion. [62] 
For others, too much was surrendered toward entertainment, a view supported by fellow climbers. [63] Television did not adequately reflect the romantic and aesthetic attractions, thought McNaught-Davis. [64] Ever the philosopher, Haston preferred to use the medium to share his outlook with others, to provide some insight into human motivation. When probed on this matter by Brasher during the fourth transmission from Hoy he responded;

I just want to find out what makes you tick. When you drive yourself to an attempt like this you get to know something about yourself….You learn the limits of your physical and mental endurance throughout these difficult situations. [65] 
Comments made in his diary highlight his disdain for those who did not abide by the vision of a climber as operating on the margins of society. TV perhaps had weakened this ideal.

I find the present company so facile, so boring, so insular. The climbers – aware that they are in the public eye. All except Crew…smug in the adulation of the British climbing public. These people have lost the essence of the extremist. [66] 

    The public were not so perturbed. The programme was a major success. According to an Audience Research Report an estimated audience of fifteen million people tuned in during the weekend, approximately a third of the population. [67] The reaction to the climb was extensive, with nearly every national newspaper carrying comment. The Daily Mirror and The Guardian devoted editorials and it even garnered satirical comment from Private Eye. [68] Many were hooked out of morbid fascination. A reviewer for The Daily Sketch remarked the ‘as-it happens documentary’ had a gladiatorial ‘Roman circus touch. If a climber slipped and fell, the disaster would shock the nation.’ [69] Bonington preferred the analogy of the modern circus and its high-wire act. [70] A number of headlines indicated a collective sigh of relief. ‘Viewing was uneasy’, declared Argus of the Daily Record; ‘It took all my courage just to watch’ was the verdict of the Sun TV reviewer; ‘…it is only for those with an exceptional head for heights or those specially devoted to this alarming sport’ The Daily Telegraph concluded. [71] 

A BBC Audience Reaction Report found this to be a common experience. Housewives and teachers were glued to their sets and felt as though they were climbing with Bonington et al every step of the way. Like the Matterhorn climb two years previous, this was largely attributed to technical innovation. Mobile cameras provided intimate footage of the action and highlighted the precarious nature of modern mountaineering. Close-ups and distance shots gave the impression of individual emotion, group dynamics and the sheer scale of the venture. Oblique camera angles added to the sense of corporeal spectacle. One viewer commented that the pictures were so clear and so good that they induced vertigo. [72] The TV reviewer for the Daily Mirror neatly summarised the show;

It was dizzying. Long shots of that towering shank of rock – and the pin sized men gripped to its gritty sides. Close-ups of the climbers’ searching hands and spread-out groping fingers; of feet tentatively trying out, testing every new hold. [73] 
Conclusion

The Old Man of Hoy was not the last television climb but certainly gathered the most media attention. Some of the personnel involved in the production persisted with the format. Joe Brown, ‘a Houdini in spider form’ [74], went on to climb sea cliffs in Anglesey on 30 August 1970 – the first colour TV climb – demonstrating his mastery of the sport. The reviewer for The Times, clearly impressed, thought it resembled a ‘gutsy war film’ involving ‘small groups of trained saboteurs overcoming patently impossible odds to achieve some objective vital to the future of man.’ [75] The difference being that this was for real with death through misadventure a likely outcome. Mother-of-one Sophie Houston was involved in a BBC sponsored attempt of Aonach Dubh, the most westerly peak in the Three Sisters range in Glencoe, in May 1971, alongside Brown, Chris Bonington, and Dave Bathgate. [76] TV cameras would continue to accompany British climbers into expeditions in the Himalaya, Andes and Alps during the 1970s. However the footage would be largely confined to inserts for news bulletins, special one-off edited programmes and for children’s shows like Blue Peter.
The social effects of the TV climbs are more difficult to establish. Certainly, set alongside widespread media coverage of adventurous deeds by daring Britons – the conquest of Everest, the British/Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1957/58 and the single-handed circumnavigation of the globe in 1966/67 – they played their part in helping to popularise outdoor activities as a natural corollary to a comprehensive education and beneficial for young people. A new kind of restlessness crept into outdoor sport as groups of schoolchildren and undergraduates took to the hills in order to seek out their own adventures. It was during the 1960s that the Peak District, Lake District, North Wales, and, with the coming of cheaper air travel, the Alps, became popular destinations for experiencing risk in the outdoors. But it was a combination of factors – the development of youth groups and award schemes; provisions in legislation like the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act (1949) toward providing opportunities for open-air recreation; the commitment of ex-military personnel to pass on the ‘character-building’ and practical skills they had learned; together with increased affluence and post-material concerns to attend to the ‘expressive’ needs of the individual, which probably had the greater effect. 

Reading the autobiographies and expedition accounts of the protagonists involved in the Hoy programme a solid impression is given of a counterculture at play that brought their own ethos to the proceedings. [77] Joe Brown, writing of changes he noted in the early sixties wrote that the ‘tempo of the pop age’ translated into new social relationships between climbers. He detected a shift away from older models of climbing apprenticeship as a new talent entered the scene. [78] Figures like Dougal Haston would push the boundaries and transgress every canon prevailing in climbing society. The coming of this new generation also marked an elision of the old structures, values and certainties. A collective style of leadership, in keeping with the anti-hierarchical spirit of the age, came to typify the expeditions that followed. On the 1975 Everest South West Face attempt Chris Bonington, for instance, relinquished a top-down leadership style (in the mould of John Hunt), in favour of a more communal collective-decision making process. ‘I don’t think the old military style of leadership can possibly work’, he wrote, ‘…I must draw ideas from their combined experience and not be afraid to change my own plans if other suggestions seem better.’ [79] Yet, to his companions he would forever be associated with the increasing mediatisation, professionalisation and commercialisation of climbing:

Do not miss this spectacle, you can watch for free:

Bonington is on the wall, Tune in on BBC

Onward, C…. B…., of the BBC

Fighting for survival, and a token fee. [80]

To conclude, The Old Man of Hoy serves a reminder of the importance of new visual technologies in the creation of iconic sporting moments. Although it was not filmed in colour the production applied close-up photography to stunning effect to create a real-life spectacle that, for a time, captured the public imagination. As an episode it stands firmly within ongoing histories of TV sport and provides an insight into the development of the relationship between climbers and the media. [81] It also roots the genealogy of reality TV beyond vacuous celebrity programmes, be they in the jungle or a film set in Elstree, prompting us to take into account how celebrity culture was developed and how, as perhaps is the case now in climbing, the commodified star image became so important to the ability to seek adventure. 
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