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IN APRIL , over seventy women came
together for the first Women With Altitude
weekend. It was hosted by
Mountaineering Ireland in association with
Gartan Outdoor Education Centre, and
funding support came from the Irish
Sports Council’s ‘Women In Sport’
programme. It was held in Tollymore
Outdoor Centre in the Mournes and
attended by girls and women of all ages
from all over the country. United by their
interest in mountains, walking and/or
climbing, the women came together to
share knowledge about their sport, gain
confidence, learn new skills and have
fun…and what a weekend it was! From
the very start it was clear that there was
an energy and an excitement in the air
that couldn’t be subdued.
Mountaineering is one of the rare sports

that men and women can do together, but
quite often women step back and let the
men do the leading. This may be due to a
lack of confidence or to just not wanting
to challenge the greater confidence of
their male companions. It was felt that a
women-only meet would give the women
a chance to be themselves amongst other
women and not feel under pressure.
So it was that on April 8th women

travelled to the Mournes, arriving from
early afternoon, spirits not dampened by a
major traffic jam near Newry. Expectations
were high as they registered and received

their fabulous goody bags, thanks to the
sponsors (listed below) and the volunteers
who chased up items for the goody bag.
The very first activity, night orienteering,

was designed to bring participants
together who didn’t know each other or
who had arrived on their own, to give
them a chance to mix and chat, as they
headed off into the woods in search of
controls marked on a map.
Most of the women had never tried

orienteering before and to do it at night
added an extra element of excitement.
Each team tried to gain the highest
number of points before returning to base
with a bunch of letters that had to spell
out a message to gain even more points!
The return of team after team of smiling
red faces was a good indicator of what
was to come over the weekend.
The aim of the weekend was to

increase the visibility and skill of women in
mountaineering, and to do it in a fun
environment. The organising committee,
the speakers and instructors were all
female. Margaret Tees delivered a
wonderful slide-show of her many walking
trips abroad, and Heather Morning gave
an awe-inspiring talk and slide-show on
what it means to be a mountaineering
instructor in Scotland. Heather’s photos of
Scottish ice-climbing had people talking
about a possible women’s winter meet in
Scotland. To see these women involved in
their sport at such a high level gave added
confidence to the participants.

Suggestions flowed as to what else
women could be doing under the Women
With Altitude (WWA) banner.
A little bit of tuition and encouragement

can go a long way towards improving the
enjoyment of a sport. This was apparent
from the high level of participation in the
courses on offer over the weekend, with
huge interest in the navigation sessions
and even more demand for the climbing
courses. Activities included long and
moderate hill-walks, a mountain
environment walk, beginners’ and
improvers’ navigation, scrambling, single-
and multi-pitch climbing, introduction to
climbing, movement skills for climbers,
digital photography, neuro-linguistic
programming, injury prevention and Tai
Chi.
The level of participation showed that

women were not afraid of trying new

Women with Altitude – a huge success
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AT THE BEGINNING of April, I had the
opportunity to sign up for a weekend of
mountaineering experiences run by
Mountaineering Ireland and co-hosted by
Gartan Outdoor Education Centre. The
description on the web read as follows: “A
weekend to share ideas, gain confidence,

learn new skills and have fun.” I went
along with an open mind to Tollymore,
nestled at the foot of the Mourne
Mountains, and to say I was pleasantly
surprised is a mild understatement.
Women With Altitude (clever name) was

set up by women for women from the four
corners of Ireland! No experience
necessary. All you needed was to be able
to breathe, have an open mind and a
willingness to learn. I came away with a
whole range of new skills from
confidence-building tips to digital
photography, Tai Chi, to belaying,
orienteering and rockclimbing. I felt a mix
of exhilaration and exhaustion that can
only come from stepping outside your
comfort zone, hard work and great fun!

The atmosphere was very relaxed. In my
view it was a huge success. My only
complaint – not enough hours in the day!
This was about a group of women so
passionate about their sport that they
were willing to give their time and energy
voluntarily to share their experience and
pass on all the enjoyment that the
mountains have to offer. I am truly grateful
for that.
I would like to take this opportunity to

thank all those involved in organising the
weekend, all the instructors and guest
speakers. I wish you all continued success
and am looking forward to the next WWA
event!

• Jackie Clerkin is from Donegal and now
lives in Dublin. She has been hillwalking for
five years and is an individual member of
Mountaineering Ireland.

One participant’s view
JACKIE CLERKIN
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things, to up-skill and seek training for
mountaineering qualifications such as
Mountain Skills or Mountain Leader, given
the right encouragement.
The level of climbing skill among the

participants was high, and indicated the
need for the addition of some more
advanced courses at next year’s event.
Particular credit is due to Gartan for the
time and effort in arranging an amazing
team of instructors for the weekend, most
of whom worked voluntarily, generously
sharing their enthusiasm and knowledge.
As a novice climber, I certainly learned
something from the climbing workshop
that has transformed my climbing! In a
survey carried out after the weekend,
100% said that they enjoyed the event
and that the atmosphere was welcoming;
83% said they learned new skills; 87%
said it improved their confidence; and
97% said that participants shared their
knowledge.
The survey responses were full of

suggestions on what to do next. When
asked what other supports would help
women develop their skills and progress
within the sport, the comments included
“more women-only weekends to really
have encouragement from other women;”
“more events like this;” “navigation is
something women are inclined to be
nervous about as men usually take the
lead, so honing these skills in an all-
women environment is very important.”
The consensus was that the weekend

was a great success and, as we were
winding down on Sunday, the repeated
comment overheard from those leaving
their new friends was “See you next year!”
So, should we have another women’s

event? Well, it looks like the participants
made that decision for us! Plans are
already afoot for next year’s gathering,
which will take place in Gartan OEC, Co
Donegal, from April 20-22nd, so mark it in
your diaries, ladies. There’s even talk of
rockclimbing on Gola Island on Friday,
April 20th for any who can make it.
The weekend would never have been

possible without the energy of the
organising team, the support of the
instructors who gave of their time for free
and, of course, the help of our sponsors:
Basecamp, Berghaus, Climb On!

Colgate–Palmolive, Patagonia,
Cotswold Outdoor, Gartan OEC, Java
Republic, Mountaineering Ireland,
Soak Seaweed Baths, Diageo, the
‘Women In Sport’ programme.
We look forward to welcoming other

sponsors on board next year.

• For details of future events, keep an eye
on www.WomenWithAltitude.ie or find us
on Facebook to get in touch with other
Women With Altitude.

• Clíona Ní Bhréartúin is a member of
Glenwalk and Na Cnocadóirí and has
been walking for over 25 years. She was
part of the organising team for Women
With Altitude 2011.


