


I think it's fair to say that over the last five years, St. 
Bees Head has become recognised as one of the 
'must visit' destinations of UK climbing, and more 
specifically bouldering.  
 
In spite of its isolated location, on the far western 
coast of northern Lakeland, the magnetic draw of 
this fantastic venue and its spectacular cliffs, which 
rise out of the sea like vast rust clad hulks, is all too 
apparent in the ever-increasing accolades the area 
receives throughout the various rock climbing  
media channels. 
 
The serene, almost otherworldly nature of the area is 
brought about by the geography of the head itself, 
which punches out into the Irish Sea, as though this 
vast Triassic remnant is almost repelled by the  
volcanic tufõs and rhyoliteõs of central Lakeland.  
Once perched on the patio like platforms, the climb-
er is thrust into an almost island setting, which 
could be anywhere any when, with the only visible 
land masses being the distant Isle of Man to the west 
and the Dumfries coastline to the north.  
 
The bouldering generally occurs on a series of  
freestanding boulders perched on the clean rock 
shelves beneath the towering cliffs. However, some 
of the more modern additions are situated at the 
base of the crag itself. 
 
The rock is on the whole world class, being a deep 
orange sandstone with a hard weatherworn patina. 
The visual quality of the rock is matched equally by 
its tactile beauty and the variety of obscure features 
and holds on offer. From simple edges and slopers to 
complex honeycombing, shell like volumes and 
almost artificial looking holds, this crag has it all - 
itõs pure eye and finger candy! Please do not climb if 
the rock is at all damp, as it does lose cohesion and 
integrity, with holds becoming friable. 
 
History 
Due to its isolated location, and the fact that many 
early ascents were made in an era when the  
reporting and recording of bouldering sends (in the 
Lakes particularly) was seen as unimportant, much 
of the pre-2000 history of the area is hazy at best. I 
think itõs fair to say that many of the striking lines, 
at the main areas, up to 7a+/V7, were climbed in 
the 80õs & 90õs - i.e. throughout the development of 
the areaõs sport climbing - by the likes of Dougie 
Hall, Dave Birkett, Paul Cornforth, Ian Turnbull, C 
Johnson, Nick Wharton, Andy Hyslop, the Wilsonõs,  
Jim Arnold and Al Hewison to name but a few.  
 
In more recent times the recording of bouldering at 
the crag has become accepted, with the likes of Dan 
Varian, Tom Peckitt, Greg Chapman and Ned  
Feehally, all being reasonably prolific in adding new 
lines as well as opening up new blocks and sectors. 
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Unless you live on the  
northwest coast of Cumbria,  
reaching the climbing at St. 
Bees Head is fairly out of the 
way, by anyone's standards, 
and will involve a full day for 
nearly all visitors. That said, 
the journey times to the crag 
have been overly hyped in 
some quarters. Traffic  
permitting, here are a few 
realistic journey times:  
Keswick 40 minutes, Carlisle 50 minutes, Barrow 1 
hour 20 minutes, Lancaster 1 hour 45 minutes.  
 
If you are approaching from the south/southeast the 
best and easiest method of approach is via the M6-
A66(W)-A595(SW) to Whitehaven route. Whilst on 
the face of it, utilizing the coastal route around the 
southern perimeter of Cumbria seems the shortest 
option (in terms of distance) this is almost certainly 
never the quickest choice, due to slow roads and 
tourist traffic. If youõre coming in from the north/
east, take the A595 from Carlisle which takes you  
direct to Whitehaven. 
 
From Whitehaven 
Follow the A595 through Whitehaven and as you 
leave the southern edge of the town take a right turn 
(Mirehouse Road) signed to St. Bees. Follow this road 
to its termination at a T-junction and turn left, then 
almost immediately (100m) turn right up Wilson Pit 
Road. Follow this lane to the next left turn (High 
Road) and take it, following for around 500m to a 

right turn, which is taken 
and quickly leads you into 
the small village of  
Sandwith. Stick to this 
small road (Main Street) 
passing the ôDog &  
Partridgeõ pub on your left. 
Approximately 350m after 
the pub is a another right 
turn, with a phone box on 
the bend. Follow this  
private road without  
deviation for 1.2 miles to 
the farm - Tarn Flatt Hall. 

 
Park sensibly by the uppermost gate, and pay by 
putting £2 in the box by the backdoor of the farm, 
which is through a gate on the right as you enter the 
farmyard.  
 
Grades & Stars 
This e-guide uses both the Fontainebleau and  
V-grade grading scale to rate the boulder problems 
listed, for example 6c+/V5. Remember, grades are a 
rough guide of difficulty, and body size (height, 
reach, span etc.) can have a big effect on the relative 
difficulty of a climb.   
 
Stars are used (1 to 3) to highlight climbs of good to 
outstanding quality.   
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Approach Introduction 

Coloured diamonds are shown before each problem 
to give an idea of difficulty at a glance: 
  

Ë Font3 to 4+  - V0 

Ë    Font5 to 6c+ - V1 to V5 

Ë Font7a to 7c+ - V6 to V10 

Ë Font8a to 8c - V11 to V15 
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Approach  

From the parking in the farmyard follow a small 
lane out of the back of the farm toward the sea. 
Almost immediately an easily visible lighthouse can 
be seen flanking the lane 600m directly ahead. Once 
level with the lighthouse surmount the gate at the 
end of the lane via a stile to the right and follow a 
fence in the field down hill toward a small building 
(foghorn station) on the cliff tops.  
 
From the foghorn you have 3 descent options:  
 
A) Easy Path Descent - If you are visiting with small 
children or dogs, this is probably the best option. 
From the foghorn follow the cliff top north for 
250m to a stile, go through the stile and continue 
for a further 50m to where you can cross the cliff 
top fence to reach an obvious steep winding path 
down to the sea. For Apiary Wall head back south 
along the coast - 200m to the first blocks. 
 
B) Roped Path Descent - This is generally the most 
frequented descent and brings you out at Apiary 
Wall. It is predominantly a walkable path with a 
couple of steep sections backed up with insitu  
hand-line ropes. At the foghorn cross the cliff top 
fence and walk north for a short distance where-
upon an obvious descent path is reached.  
 
C) Steep Roped Descent - The most serious descent 
brings you out at the Fishermanõs Steps, and should 
not be attempted by kids or the faint of heart. The 
first half of the descent involves a section of almost 
vertical rock, via insitu ropes, chains and steps cut 
into the rock face. This becomes even more sketchy 
after wet weather. The second half of the descent is 
a more amenable path. From the foghorn walk south 
along the cliff top to where a dilapidated wooden 
sign (100m) can be seen on the other side of the 
fence stating ôDangerous Cliffsõ. The descent is  
directly behind the sign.  
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Image above: The delights of Apiary Arête, 5/V1.  

Access & Conditions 

The remote coastal setting of the area makes it a 
haven for many varieties of wildlife, in particular a 
vast array of seabirds inhabit the cliffs year-round. 
For this reason St. Bees Head is under the  
stewardship of the RSPB. A seasonal climbing and 
bouldering restriction is in place from February 1st 
until July 31st. However, this only effects any  
climbing south of the Fishermanõs Steps sector. 
 
Most of the areas get sun from midday until sunset 
and all but the highest of tides cause few problems. 
Any specific tidal issues will be identified in the  
summary text to each individual sector... 

Sector: Apiary Wall 

The original bouldering sector at St. Bees Head, and 
still one of the best. A compact, easy to navigate 
circuit of great problems with excellent flat  
landings, in a beautiful setting, make this a  
bouldering paradise.  
 
The sector is strewn with plenty of classic lower 
grade problems, as well as a number of historical 
and more modern test pieces. So pull on your boots, 
forget your troubles and spend some time drifting 
through this wonderful open-top labyrinth of  
boulder problems... 

Block A 
 

1) Ë Yellow Desert Scream (7a+/V7) This fine 
standout arête is the first thing you reach from the 
main descent, and is a fitting introduction to the 
crag.  Climb on the left and keep direct to a scary 
and sketchy finish. ** [N Kershaw] 
 

1a) Ë Yellow Bellied Whimper  (7a/V6) A copout 
finish to the original masterpiece is to veer left at the 
top to a less scary and less rewarding finish. * 
 

2) Ë Yellow Desert Wall ɉ7c/V9) The wall to the 
left climbed without the arête. * [D Varian] 
 
Block B - A lone block a few metres NW of Block A. 
 

1) Ë ɉ6c/V4) SDS The left arête, of the small block 
identified by a vertical white, v-shaped streak.    
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Block C - A great block but effected by the tide.  
 

1) Ë Wave Wash Traverse (6a+/V3) Traverse the 
break left to right finishing up the arête.  
 

2) Ë The Paddler (6c+/V5) A tricky climb up the 
left side of the slab, getting started is the crux. 
 

3) Ë (6a/V3) The centre of the slab, bearing right 
into the slight groove. * 

Block C - A great block but effected by the tide.  
 

4) Ë Undercooke (7a/V6) SDS A cool problem 
through the undercut scoop. ** 
 

5) Ë ɉ5+/V1) The right arête, on its left side. 
 

6) Ë Aqua Choc (7a+/V7) SDS On the large  
adjacent block. The steep face via big moves. 
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Block D 
 

1) Ë (6a/V2) SDS Traverse the lip until you can 
gain the slight pocketed groove. 
 

2) Ë Clash of the Titans (7a+/V7) The blunt arête 
is a crag classic. Stick to the arête all the way. *** 
 

2a) Ë Clash of the Titans SDS (8a/V11) The sit 
start is hard with few footholds. ** [D Varian] 
 

3) Ë Apiary Arête (5/V1) Classic textured arête. * 
 

3a) Ë Bee-Fish (8a/V11) SDS A very powerful one 
move sitter to p3. [N Feehally] 

Block D 
 

4) Ë (6a/V2) The scoop climbed on the right.  
 

5) Ë (5/V1) SDS Broken pockety crack line. 
 

6) Ë (6a+/V3) SDS Another vague crack.   
 

7) Ë (5+/V1) SDS The blunt bulging arête. 
 

8) Ë (6b+/V4) SDS Up the arête of the previous 
climb, then traverse at half height into and up p3. *   
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Block E - A small boulder featuring one problem. 
 

1) Ë (5/V1) SDS From the north corner of the 
block, traverse the gapping break right, keeping 
low, onto the pale slab and up. 
 
Block F - A low block offering some good problems. 
 

1) Ë Flip Flop Traverse ɉ6c/V4) SDS Follow the 
vague lip of the block to its highest point. You can 
continue all the way round the block if desired. * 
 

2) Ë Blow Hole ɉ6c+/V5) SDS Wall via a pocket.  
 

3) Ë Manx Wall ɉ7b+/V8) SDS The short wall, 
bearing slightly right, is pretty fingery. [J Arnold]  
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Block G - Another small block sandwiched between 
larger boulders. Offers a reasonable traverse. 
 

1) Ë ɉ6c/V4) SDS Start just right of a corner at 
the north end of the block and traverse right,  
keeping low, all the way around to the south face.  
 
Block H - Large flat block with a couple of classics. 
 

1) Ë Phat Arête (6c/V4) SDS Despite being a little 
short, this is a sector classic. Climb the blunt arête 
via some powerful moves low down. *  

 
2) Ë Phat Ramp ɉ6c+/V5) SDS Equally good. Start 
as per p1, but at half height follow the glorious 
weatherworn shelf come ramp rightward with few 
footholds to the centre top of the boulder. * 
 
The next problems are on the south end of the block. 
 

3) Ë ɉ5+/V1) SDS The slab come arête. 
 

4) Ë Honeycomb Way (5+/V1) SDS Use the  
honeycombed break to ascend the wall direct.  * 
 

5) Ë ɉ6c+/V5) SDS The left arête climbed on the 
left side. Watch your back on the block behind.  
 
Block H also offers a few good variations and  
eliminates, but these are left for you to work out 
yourself.  
 
Block I 
 

1) Ë ɉ4+/V0) SDS Straight up the wall dissected 
by a large frowning break. * 

 
Block J - This boulder proffers an absolutely genius 
problem, which is hidden around the back of Block 
H, immediately north of the arch.  
 

1) Ë Dark Side of the Moon ɉ7c/V9) SDS  
Being so close to the sea this line does remain damp 
after rough weather. If dry, climb the centre of the 
steep pocketed wall. The arête is out. * [A Hocking] 
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