Calum’s Big Walling
I quickly settled into a comfortable routine. After 2 weeks of scouting and sampling some of the climbing in
the valley, myself, Robbie and Alan, identified a line on the Tsaranoro Atsimo wall. It was an obvious line
that looked to climb in-between two dark water streaks which ran from the top of the wall. With any first
ascent doubt is always a factor and although our potential climb seemed obvious, from the ground it looked
quite close to two existing lines, Mora Mora 8c and Fire in the Belly 8a+. However, it was quickly apparent
that the wall was a lot larger once we were physically up there and the spacing between the
aforementioned routes wasn't an issue. We bolted the route over six days in ground up style. Being my first
time bolting it wasn't as easy as it may sound. With anything in life being thrown in the deep-end was very
scary, however skills and confidence are developed very quickly. As a team of three we took it in turns to
bolt pitch by pitch. The procedure of placing a bolt followed regimented steps;
-

-

Firstly, find sky hook placement,
Sit on placement and pray to god the flake won't break,
With one arm, drill a 10mm hole in an appropriate place,
Blow out the dust in the hole,
Hammer in expansion bolt,
Tighten hanger to bolt with spanner,
Clip into hanger and breathe a sigh of relief,
Repeat 10+ times to complete a pitch.

Scoping out the line.

Big wall psych.

We were very psyched to have bolted our way to the top, however there still was a slight doubt over
whether the whole route could be freed. There was a pitch half way up that was very blank and Robbie had
estimated a grade eight for this section. After the bolting was finished, Alastair Lee (of Posing Productions)
joined the team with a goal of filming the free ascent.

Everything was falling into place. As Alastair had just arrived we thought it would be a good idea to test out
his drone, as we tried to free climb the first 4 pitches. It was pitch 3 and up stepped Alan, he was psyched to
tie into the sharp end. What was meant to be a nice warm-up for the day turned into epic. Alan had clipped
bolt three and was a few metres above when unexpectedly a hold broke! In a matter of milliseconds he had
fallen from the near vertical wall of pitch three to below the belay and straight onto a slab. His right leg
twisted on impact and both his tibia and fibula snapped just above the ankle in an open fracture. We were
all shocked; this was a very serious situation being one hour from the village below and another four hours
to the nearest hospital. Thankfully the bleeding wasn’t too severe which gave Robbie and Alasdair time to
splint the leg while I ran down to get help. What was usually a 40min walk down turned into a 15min run
back to the camp. In the back of my mind every second lost running, was one Alan could be bleeding out.
After a traumatic day Alan ended up in hospital, it wasn't long before the local surgeons got their hands on
him. Robbie described the scene as "medieval". The surgeons hadn't given Alan any pain killers! Meanwhile
to deal with the stress and anxiety of the day (our excuse), myself, Alastair and Eadan were a few beers
down and still running on adrenaline from the crazy events earlier. It took us a few days to absorb what had
just happened and decide what to do. Alan had to be flown from Madagascar to the nearby country of La
Reunion to receive better medical care. Receiving a positive message from Alan that confirmed he was fine,
rekindled our motivation to finish off what we had started.

Calum balancing up an easier pitch.

Alan getting stretched up by the locals.

The Push
Day 1
Robbie and I woke at 5 a.m. to get a good start before the sun got too hot. It took time to get the gear ready
before we started swung leads on the lower slabby pitches, hauling our water, food and gear after us. By
this point of the trip I was able to climb hard again albeit with only my front two fingers when crimping.
Luckily the rock lent itself to two-finger crimping! It was Robbie’s lead on pitch three, he looked a little
uneasy while climbing through the lower section that had thrown Alan off. However, once through this
section, he raced to the top, just as the full heat of the sun became an issue. We set up the portaledge and
chilled until the sun disappeared to the east in the early afternoon. We climbed the next five pitches (7a,
7b, 7a+, 7a+, 6c) first go until the darkness started to descend. We were halfway, but all the hard climbing
was still to come.

Day 2
We awoke to the most stunning view; the wall was basking in the sun and the valley below was still cold and
dark. Our psych was high. This was the big day. We had the hardest pitch, a fiercely technical 8a+, to try first
and the key to the whole route! This pitch is one of the finest pieces of rock I have ever climbed; 40-metres
long, 300 metres above the ground and pure vertical. The crux is at the top and involves a mono index
finger on a pebble crimp leading to a tiny crozzle, from which a step up and a massive ‘stab’ to a two-finger
crimp leads to easier ground. Robbie climbed first and sent the pitch with just a few grunts at the top. On
my attempt, I felt confident, but fell at the last crux move!
Robbie climbed a further three pitches, 7c, 7b and 7c+, leaving one pitch to reach the summit. Meanwhile I
was beginning to feel pressure to succeed on the 8a+ crux pitch. I had one more attempt before dark but
fell at the same point—it was heart-breaking. Day two ended with contrasting emotions: disappointment
for me but joy for Robbie.

Looking down the 8a pitch to the portaledge.

Chilling.

Day 3
We decided that I would support Robbie on his push to the summit in the morning and Alastair would get
all the footage for his upcoming film. We would then abseil back down, and Robbie would belay me in the
evening when the sun set so I could have one more attempt at the crux pitch.
From our portaledges we jumared 200 metres in the full sun to reach Robbie’s highpoint. Robbie easily
climbed the 7b+ pitch to the summit. Alastair and I followed him to the summit, where we stood, elated,
admiring the amazing 360-degree views dropping down to the valleys below. Still, all I could think about
was sending the crux pitch.
Back at the portaledges, Alastair headed down, as there wasn’t enough food and water left for all three of
us. We had half a bottle of water and all the food that was remaining was dehydrated packs that required
water. After three hours resting on the portaledge, contemplating how to get this 8a+ pitch done, we set off.
Strangely I felt a sense of lightness, although the pressure of completing this pitch was still present, it felt as
if a weight had been lifted off of me. My only explanation for this was that the odds were so stacked against
me that success wasn’t likely. Therefore, I just gave it my all with no fear. Thirty minutes later I had pulled
through the crux and was clipping the chains; the elation of climbing this individual pitch was amazing. I
couldn’t believe it. There was no option of going down now.

By this point however, we had completely run out of water and food and there were still four pitches of
hard climbing remaining. We hadn’t eaten since breakfast, so Robbie came up with a genius idea to mix
protein powder with dry breakfast oats to give us a sugar boost!

Calum’s torn up fingers whilst on the send push.
The next pitch was the amazing 7c ‘chicken wing’ chimney I had previously bolted but never tried to free
climb it. I fell off when a hold broke on my first attempt but succeeded second go. After climbing this pitch, I
was very confident. Robbie supplied me with another protein/oats shot and I was ready to go. The next
three pitches were the closest I have ever been to falling off, yet somehow, I managed to hold on with little
to no energy remaining and claimed all of them onsight. I cannot describe the feeling of elation I felt when,
at 11 p.m., in the dark, it was my turn to summit. Blood Moon tested me in ways I didn’t think were
possible, Physically, mentally and even technically. This route was the full package, I think it has to be my
proudest achievement to date.

Summit success, Robbie, Calum, Alastair.

Calum on top of the world.

Completing this climb closed the book on an amazing trip all round. Obviously, me and Robbie had
accomplished what we had set out to do. Eadan had developed numerous new boulder problems beneath
the big walls, which he claims are “world class”. A movie of his bouldering will be released soon. Alan is
back in the France and is still in recovery mode, he will be back soon. We named our route Blood Moon
after the incredible full lunar eclipse we witnessed on our first week in Madagascar the first of its kind in
35,000 years. The name unfortunately took on a second meaning when Alan busted his leg.
BLOOD MOON 8a+ - F.A. (Robbie Phillips, Calum Cunningham, Alan Carne, Alastair Lee)

Blood Moon

Lunar Eclipse

Saying goodbye to Tsarnoro was very hard but we cant wait to head back. We both just want to say a
massive thank you to the Neil Mackenzie Trust who generously granted funding to us for this expedition
making this trip possible in the first place. And finally, Alastair Lee has produced a great film of the trip
called ‘Blood Moon’, it has been a huge success and is still being screened across the country.

Cheers Everyone!!
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