


& “Woubits, Woubits - what the hell’s a

Woubits?” Don asked Joe Brown back in

1955. The more interesting question is -

what’s a Whillans? Everyone who met him

came away with a different version and

therein lay the problem. Together in 1974 we

went to Torre Egger in Patagonia where Don

failed to even set foot on the mountain but

did save the life of Mick Coffey who fell 80ft

down a crevasse. The idea for the trip came

from Doug Scott who told me I ought to make

a film about Don before he got past it. “He

won’t do much work youth but the

experience will be electrifying.” Doug wasn’t

wrong but my film was narrowly focused on

our trip and didn’t capture the broader

Whillans legend. Then in 1985 Don died – in

bed – aged 52. 

All the great stories were lost forever – or

were they? At the time I thought about

making a film as an obituary but somehow

never got round to it. As the years went on

less people knew of him and many younger

climbers will never have the pleasure. Jim

Perrin’s excellent biography of Don came out

20 years later but I guess I realised that

unless I made the film, probably nobody else

would. But what material existed? Most of

Whillans’s lore was told in bars over pints

and only amongst ageing rock stars. My first

break came with Vic Bray’s film from the

Towers of Paine in 1962. It had been shot on

16mm Kodachrome and the original had

been projected many times through those

machines that eat film.

I bit the bullet and had it telecined onto

Digi Betacam expecting a grainy scratched

print that might only be of interest to the

original team. Never prejudge the outcome. It

positively sparkled with brilliance. We see a

young Chris B, Ian Clough, Barrie Page, John

Streetly of Bloody Slab fame, a fresh-faced

Derek Walker together with our star, Don,

set against those golden towers of Patagonia.

Derek came to visit and talked through the

history. Then I re-read Don’s Portrait of a

Mountaineer and we decided that Derek

should read Don’s account in the best nasal
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voice impersonation he could muster. The final drawl

was achieved by him sticking one finger up his left

nostril, dropping his voice to the back of his throat

and lying on the floor to restrict his lungs. It seemed

to work – I had a new Don. There are times when 

you really believe it’s him. Now I needed to weave 

a script. 

With so many stories it was best to cherry pick the

gems and see if I could back it up with film or slides.

What I found so touching were the anecdotes, letters

and phone calls from many people I had never met or

heard of, like Jacko Jackson who took Don diving in

the Red Sea and told me Don hid behind reefs if a

shark appeared and John Hartley who witnessed a

young Don leading Forked Lightning Crack with ‘one

piton knocked into an old wooden wedge from an

earlier attempt’. John’s main claim to infamy, as a

young solicitor, was defending Don’s minder Barry

Kershaw on a drink drive count. To Don’s great

surprise he got him off. 

Ken Wilson remembered that he had a taped

interview with Don after Annapurna but it was on an

old fashioned reel of tape. It took ages to find a player

and transfer it to a DVD but it was worth it. We hear

about ‘Prima Donnas’ a word Don used often but

perhaps purposefully misunderstood, as he didn’t

recognise he was one. One gem that I didn’t dare

reconstruct (but is on the extras) was about a

landlord who took umbrage at Don, lunged at him

and took out the washbasin. The resultant scene that

Don describes would not be out of place in a Sergio

Leone Western. “When he pushed me through the

banisters I thought that’s it – he could have hurt me –

now I was really mad.” 

Then he tells the story of rescuing Brian Nally

from the Eiger and the sad loss of Barry Brewster.

(Ken thinks that both Don and Chris should have 

got a gong for that one.) But Don’s description,

likening progress up the Second Icefield to driving

down a one way street the wrong way and getting

more and more into the shit is like a Shakespearean

drama unfolding. 

Don was a master storyteller and it seemed to

peak best when either death was in the air or pomp

needed deflating. Imagine a combination of journalist

Will Self’s cynicism coupled with the spontaneity of

Radio 4’s Jeremy Hardy then add an overdose of

common sense and you might start to get the picture.

When I got under his feet with my film cameras on

our Patagonia trip he told me” “You know what your

problem is Leo… you try to be in two places at the

same time… the last person that tried that trick 

died on the bloody cross.”  You couldn’t win. Even

Reinhold Messner came in for a hammering for

being, ‘a bit wet behind the ears,’ so I was in 

good company. 

My film became longer and peaked at 80 minutes

which neatly fitted into Don’s axiom from the BMC’s

Buxton Conference in 1982 when he told a packed
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Left: Don suggesting to the Italians

(seated and right) that they climb

somewhere else; Central Tower of

Paine, 1963. VIC BRAY

Right: Don leading the first ascent of

Forked Lightning Crack (E2 5b)

Heptonstall Quarry, 1961. “It must

’ave been ’ard, it took ’im two fags!”

JOHN HARTLEY 

DON WAS A MASTER
STORYTELLER AND IT
SEEMED TO PEAK
BEST WHEN EITHER
DEATH WAS IN THE
AIR OR POMP
NEEDED DEFLATING

East meets West. “Are you on some kind of sponsored walk

or summat?” DOUG SCOTT
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audience, “When I was asked would I do a lecture about the various

climbing experiences I had over 30 years I thought well that’s impossible –

no way can I get 30 years in an hour and a half, anyway, I said I would, and

I’ve proved, that you can’t get 30 years into an hour and a half.” Suddenly

the crowd screamed as a streaker ran across the stage past Don. What

happened next went straight into folklore and must rank with the best one

liners ever. I have to thank Nigel Gifford for having the foresight to have a

tape recorder in the front row. 

Any attempt at political correctness had to be ditched many months ago

– I’ve tried to keep it as authentically Whillans as possible and that means

casualties. Some facts may be wrong but stories only improve in the telling

and even Don was not averse to the odd bit of

plagiarism. The final icing on the cake was

having Ian McNaught-Davis do the

commentary. There is an edginess that only

Mac can provide. Enjoy. 

The world première of Don Whillans Myth and Legend

will be at 7.30pm on Friday 17th November at the

Kendal Film Festival (www.mountainfilm.co.uk). The

DVD with its many extras is £20 +£2 p&p and can be

ordered from www.adventurearchive.com  or call

01395 446242 or send cheque payable to Leo

Dickinson at Fudge Cottage, Dalditch Lane, Knowle,

Budleigh Salterton, Devon EX9 7AH.
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SUDDENLY THE CROWD SCREAMED AS
A STREAKER RAN ACROSS THE STAGE
PAST DON. WHAT HAPPENED NEXT
WENT STRAIGHT INTO FOLKLORE… 

MYTH
LEGEND&

Above: “Christ Almighty, he’s disappeared into the centre of the mountain.” Don

rescued Mick Coffey after he fell into a crevasse whilst crossing the Paine Glacier and

got stuck 80ft down. Rick Sylvester abseiled in to recover a rucksack when Don peered

over the edge. RICK SYLVESTER 

Below: L to R: Don, Derek Walker and Chris Bonington relaxing on the SS Reina

del Mar during the four-week voyage to Chile, 1962. In those days a seven-week

return cruise to South America  was cheaper than flying. VIC BRAY

Left: Don in his

eponymous box

tent below Torre

Egger. LEO

DICKINSON
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