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FOREWORD

When Mike first mentioned the context of this book to me, I must admit to  
a little scepticism. Where was this book going to sit with the official 
Mountain Leader Handbook? A quick scan of the first few pages certainly 
changed my mind. This book gets as far away as possible from the technical 
skills we have to gain on training and assessment courses in order to reach 
the standard required to pass the awards. What the ML handbooks don’t do 
so well is demonstrate what is required to be a good and effective leader 
after attaining the award. In fact, much of the content is also valid for the Hill 
and Moorland Leader and Lowland Leader holders.

The Mountain Training qualifications have undergone seismic shifts  
since they came into being in the mid-sixties, and rightly so. It has long since 
been unnecessary to be a full-blown meteorologist to pass the weather 
paper, and some of the rope work / security on steep ground taught and 
assessed in the 70s was more akin to the MIC! However, in the past 20 
years or so more radical changes have taken place, not so much in the 
skill set required to attain the qualifications, but in the change of emphasis 
on environmental issues, conservation, leaders’ responsibilities, and many 
other areas. The amount of time a candidate will spend with their head 
buried in a map and compass on assessment is vastly disproportionate to 
time they will spend navigating once they are qualified. This book addresses 
these issues, and many others, and in so much more detail than training or 
assessment courses ever could. 

 There is no such thing as “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks”.  
The more recently qualified, or even those considering signing up to one 
of the schemes, should take advantage of Mike’s vast experience of the 
Mountain Training Schemes, he has a wealth of knowledge to draw on. 

Mal Creasey
WMRCI (retired)
BMG (retired)
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INTRODUCTION

There aren’t many better feelings than getting to the summit of a mountain 
or a hill. It’s a magical moment that never diminishes. To look down on the 
world below, be it clear or even partly obscured by cloud, is a truly wondrous 
experience. It is one that you have enjoyed, described and celebrated. 
Maybe you’ve shared it with friends, maybe you just told your family, 
maybe you just did it to share on social media. If you remain untouched 
by summit fever, then this book is probably not for you. When the mist 
is around us, when the rain is driving in horizontally, and even when the 
wind tries to pluck you off your feet, the summit experience is immensely 
rewarding. It’s rewarding because it takes physical effort to get there and 
because on our journey we find head space. There’s a satisfaction, an inner 
satisfaction, that only we who have experienced it can fully grasp. Why 
wouldn’t you want to share that? Why would you not want to introduce 
people to the mountains? Why would anyone not want to be a mountain 
leader and what’s more, be the best mountain leader they can be? The aim 
of this book is to encourage you to think, to inform and to help you to be the 
best mountain leader you can be. 

“When I went for my ML, I had been an active walker on the hills and 
mountains for over thirty years and during that time I had taken several 
courses on navigation as to me that was the most important aspect of being 
out there, how wrong I was!

Why did you want to become an ML? This was the question asked to 
all of us, by Andy Newton, on our ML training first day. If I recall correctly, 
the answers varied from; Taking DoE groups, guiding people (for money), 
improving navigation and confidence on the hill; not much mention of 
conservation, land management or wildlife etc! 

Things changed for me pretty quickly. I was active with Cymdeithas Eryri 
/ the Snowdonia Society, joined the Yr Wyddfa Volunteer Warden team and 
then joined the likes of Mike Raine, Jim Langley, Paul Gannon and more for 
educational days out on the hills. I now think that I have a reasonably good 
broad knowledge of many things relating to our outdoors and of course I 
have in-depth knowledge in specific areas. 

So although I had my ML, most of my learning was done afterwards, 
it’s a bit like passing your driving test and then learning to drive over the 
following years!”

Keith Hulse
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Being a Mountain Leader 
There seems to be, to some people, a gap between what we train and 
assess on the Mountain Leader qualification and what people do as 
Mountain Leaders. It is not quite that simple. One of the areas walkers 
tend to need to develop to become a Mountain Leader is their navigation. 
The fact is, that before we enter the scheme, we tend to follow footpaths 
and then, once we qualify, we go back to following footpaths, so why the 
intense focus on navigation?

We justify it by pointing out that a Mountain Leader needs to know 
exactly where they are all of the time, well at least, most of the time. There 
may be a requirement to adjust your route for the day in order to respond 
to the needs of the group. Maybe low cloud is rolling in and knowledge 
of location is required as visibility starts to disappear. Maybe, just maybe, 
you come across someone in trouble. So, the need to be able to relocate 
with pinpoint accuracy is a very important skill for the Mountain Leader. It 
is true modern technology is aiding this process and it will be interesting 
to see to what degree GPS technology becomes part of the expected skill 
set of Mountain Leaders. 

The Mountain Leader line

One of the motivations for writing this book is best explained by the 
Mountain Leader line. I noticed that whenever anyone was asking for ad-
vice, particularly in online forums, about what they needed to focus on for a 

successful Mountain Leader assessment the answer would come back, 
navigation, navigation, navigation and some ropework. Yet, when we lead 
groups we barely look at a map and we hope never to use the rope.

In the illustration, the Mountain Leader line, you can see that technical 
skills such as micro-navigation and ropework play a disproportionately large 
role in a typical Mountain Leader training course. On the other hand, areas 
such as leadership are probably less obvious. There are no Mountain Leader 
trainers in the country who do not cover leadership and environment on 
training courses (they’d soon be found out by Mountain Training’s moderators 
if they didn’t) but it is hard to push the importance of these aspects of the 
qualification when new and quite tricky technical skills need to be learnt, 
practised and consolidated. Inevitably any training course is dominated 
timewise by the process of acquiring new skills, and action planning will 
often emphasise the need to practise these skills.

As your navigation skills and your ability to use the rope appropriately 
develop and become practised, then you will see and feel the ‘softer’ areas 
of the qualification take on more importance. Indeed, leadership and the 
environment will, as time goes by, become one of the main features of 
working as a Mountain Leader.

The Mountain Leader needs to be able to walk, to talk, to navigate, to lead, 
to motivate, to be a friend, to be an inspiration, to care, to inform, to know 
what to do if things go wrong, to know about kit, and not get lost. Is this you? 

What do Mountain Leaders do?

Mountain Leaders work in many different ways. Once it was all about taking 
youngsters walking from outdoor centres, The Duke of Edinburgh Award 
Scheme has been around for some time now, while Scouting and Guiding 
have also been important organisations for introducing members to the 
hills. The military are fully in line with Mountain Training qualifications too. 

Navigation is 
important but in this 
book I will advocate 

that there is so 
much more to being 
a Mountain Leader. 

The Mountain Leader 
line

The mountains are 
calling, looking north 
from Rhinog Fawr.

Being a  
Mountain Leader

MLAMLT Time

Technical skills such 
as micro-navigation 
and ropework

Leadership and 
environmental knowledge
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Many Mountain Leaders guide walks, volunteer at walking festivals or use 
their qualification to take people out on geography field work, photography 
trips or on hunts for artic-alpine flowers. Some runners become Mountain 
Leaders so that they can lead and coach on the hill, others are on the journey 
to becoming International Mountain Leaders. There are many reasons for 
attaining the Mountain Leader qualification and you do need to be mindful 
of this as you progress through the scheme. You should also be aware that 
it is a UK and Ireland based qualification.

Walking is proven to be a good form of exercise. It is gentle on the 
body and is something most can do for their entire lives. We now know 
that it is also good for mental health. Physical exercise in natural places 
takes us back to our anthropological roots and takes us away from our 
stressed, urban lives and everyone should try it. If people are out walking 
they start to see nature, they start to ask questions and enquire about our 
environment. It is well-known that we are more likely to want to conserve 
that with which we are familiar and that which we know something of. The 
role of Mountain Leaders as inspirational people who can lead others in 
healthy exercise is a growing one.

Is hillwalking safe?

Hillwalking is safe. In 2018 the BMC, which represents walkers and climbers 
in England and Wales, reported from a Sport England ‘Active Lives Survey’ 
that 2.8 million people claimed to go hillwalking regularly. Statistics from 
mountain rescue, as reported in the Mountain Rescue for England and 
Wales report released in 2018, confirmed that, compared to the number of 
people going hillwalking, the number of rescue call outs was tiny. In 2017 
mountain rescue teams were deployed just over 2,000 times, 1,722 people 
were assisted, of those 1,081 were unhurt or had minor injuries. It’s shame 
that the media takes so much pleasure in reporting every mountain rescue 
call out – lazy journalism some might say. It also really nice to know that we 
do have such a wonderful group of selfless volunteers who have formed 
themselves into mountain rescue teams and are on standby to help us, 
should we ever need them.

You need to know

This book is a moment in time and will be out of date as soon as you read it. 
The key area for change at the moment is how we use our mobile phones to 
navigate. I think their use as a convenient way to carry the map is growing, 
but new walkers are increasingly being guided by phone apps, it will be 
interesting to see how areas like this develop. The scheme syllabus could 
change. It changes slowly and has been established and tried and tested 
over many years. I don’t think we’ll see any major revision, although as I 
write, the leadership section has been developed so that it is clearer and 
teaching and learning skills have been brought into the syllabus. These 

topics were already incorporated into the plan for this book. What I also 
know, is that the key principals of looking after people and the environment 
in the uplands will change not one jot. 

I’m caught in a glorious mix of imperial and metric measurements, I 
think that’s partly my age and partly a British anomaly. As we become more 
influenced by ‘Americanisms’, our pastime is becoming more commonly 
known as hiking, rather than hillwalking. To be fair, it was hiking when I 
started, but I’ll stick to hillwalking in the first edition of this book. I’m also 
going to call ‘rucksacks’ rucksacks not backpacks. I might refer to paths as 
trails, but I’ll steadfastly hang on to the English name for a bum bag!

I don’t intend to mention manufacturers by name, there has been no 
product placement or sponsorship in the creation of this book. However, 
there are exceptions to this, you’ll find them and I make no apologies for 
singing the praises of Blizzard, everyone should carry a Blizzard blanket. 

I use the term ‘on the hill’ a lot. Again, sorry, it’s just what we say. It might 
be a mountain, we might be scrambling, but we just say, ‘on the hill’. We 
might need to explain this to new walkers (or hikers).

Once qualified as a Mountain Leader you may be lucky enough to get to 
work on training and assessment courses. To help you, I’ve included some 
notes for trainers and assessors. Not comprehensive notes, just a few 
things to think about. 

This is a world of experts and ‘experts’. ‘Experts’ may have done one 
training course and one assessment course and may be good social media 
creators. Experts run the training and assessment courses as well as 
continuing to lead groups. Be mindful of advice from ‘experts’ and, instead, 
try to seek opinion from experts. It maybe that your expert doesn’t agree 
with everything in this book, you could almost say it would be odd if they 
did. I’m glad to argue, debate and discuss, as that is how we’ll reach a 
mutual way forward together or in parallel. Nothing here is absolute and 
opinion can be discussed and debated, there will always be some grey 
areas. If in doubt seek advice from your trainer or assessor.

I hope this book will act as an aide memoir of your training and 
assessment. It might also touch on some aspects of the course that 
weren’t covered on your journey to becoming a Mountain Leader. We only 
have the experience of our own journey so it’s good to be able to learn from 
that of others’ too. 

The layout of this book does not match up exactly with the content of 
the syllabus. I have arranged it, broadly speaking, in the way I approach a 
Mountain Leader training course, or indeed any hillwalking course. 

Remember, the final 
arbitrators of what 
is OK and what is 

not OK, will always 
be the officers of 

Mountain Training. 
This book, despite 

wide canvassing of 
views, perceptions 
and practice, is my 
opinion and I take 
sole responsibility 

for its contents.
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To be a Mountain Leader

•	 Have we got the right kit?

•	 Do we know where we are going?

•	 What is the weather doing?

•	 What will we see on our journey and what issues are there in our 
uplands?

Being a Mountain Leader

•	 How do we look after people in the hills?

•	 What sort of things could go wrong?

•	 How do we deal with things if they do go wrong?

•	 How we lead overnight trips?

•	 What else do we need to know?

The mountains 
are calling, looking 
towards Great Gable 
from Haystacks.

SECTION A

TO BE A MOUNTAIN LEADER

Opposite page  
Heading into  
the Carneddau  
from Ogwen.
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Have we got the right kit?

Clothing and Equipment
“There’s no such thing as bad weather, just unsuitable clothing.” 

Alfred Wainwright 1973

When I meet a group for the first time, be it for a day walk or a course, even 
a Mountain Leader course, I need to know if they are adequately clothed 
and equipped for the forthcoming venture. As a Mountain Leader you need 
to be comfortable yourself and you need to project a professional image as 
first impressions are important. You need to understand the principles of 
clothing designed for the hills and you need to help others make sensible 
choices about what to wear, what to carry and how to carry it.

Top tips from Mountain Leaders

Looking after yourself and dressing for the conditions, means you 
can look after your group. Don’t neglect your own self-care on a wet, 
windy day. It will make it so much harder to look after others if you 
are cold and damp.

Kath James

Mountain Leaders 
enjoying fine weather 
on a CPD workshop.

Walking in Ireland 
Photo: Bren Whelan
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recommended products. Whereas, once fabric boots let in water you can 
never really make them waterproof again. Fabric boots rose to prominence 
as lighter, more colourful, alternatives to leather boots and, it’s fair to say, 
they can be a joy to wear in dry conditions. 

Looking after your boots

The great attraction of fabric boots is the ease of care. You just let 
them dry out, brush the dirt off and as long as the waterproof, breath-
able liner works then you’re all set to go. Modern leather boots are 
pretty easy to look after too as many of them have layers of various 
technical linings as well. However, what has changed is how you treat 
the leather. We used to use petroleum based waxes and all credit is 
due to the manufacturers, in particular Nikwax and Grangers, who 
have shifted away from harmful products. This is a great story of them 
taking the environmental lead and asking us not to use some of their 
old products. Hats off to them for their leadership. Today you’ll get a 
water based or beeswax product to rub into your boots. One of the 
things emphasised by the manufacturers is that it’s always best to dry 
your boots naturally. While it would be lovely to leave them in the hot 
baking sun at the end of a wet walking day this is an unlikely scenario. 
On the other hand do you really need to put them into a dehumidify-
ing, drying room, or will they dry just as well in well ventilated warm 
part of your home?

Some people swear by stuffing newspaper into boots to dry the 
insides. Apart from the obvious fact that newspapers aren’t as com-
monly purchased anymore, this only works if you take out the wet 
paper and put in more dry paper frequently. Leaving them empty 
will help air move around and dry them quicker. If you have insoles 
remove them as well.

Sole stiffness may have been something 
you needed to revise your view on as you went 
through the Mountain Leader qualification. Most 
of us do prefer a lighter bendier boot or even 
a walking shoe. When walking on man-made 
paths such as those on Yr Wyddfa or Ben Nevis, 
or on well travelled ground such as on Helvellyn, 
walking shoes or light boots can be a perfectly 
reasonable choice. They are actually more 
comfortable than boots on well-constructed, 
modern paths. But as you move on to steeper, 
more mountainous terrain off the path, then 
extra sole stiffness becomes really useful. For 
a more secure footing on terrain such as, steep, 

What to wear and what to carry on the hill are quite personal matters 
and there is a vast array of fantastic clothing and equipment available today 
to help us deal with the vagaries of our upland climate. We can experience 
four seasons in one day at any time of year and we can be too hot, we can 
be too cold, it can be incredibly wet and there is almost always a wind to 
cool us down. Being able to operate comfortably in the hills and still be able 
to look after other people is the hallmark of a good Mountain Leader. The 
Mountain Leader needs to make wise decisions about what to carry, what 
spares might be needed and also what emergency equipment to carry. Too 
much results in a very heavy load, which is probably as bad as not having 
enough kit to deal with whatever incident may come your way. 

You need to be able to advise other people on the kit required to go 
hillwalking. What do they need to think about first, how should they prioritise 
their spending and what can they repurpose that they already own? 

You should have, by now, established your own favourite kit for hillwalking. 
It does, however, always seem to be a topic of interest for a lot of Mountain 
Leaders. Bear with me as I share some thoughts on outdoor kit. Then we’ll 
consider the group kit and any extras a leader might think about carrying. 

Socks and boots

Simple, buy the best. I go for any sock that contains a good proportion of 
merino wool. It’s warm, feels dry even when wet and is very comfortable, 
do not cut corners on socks. Most modern boots can be worn from the box. 
Breaking boots in is much easier than it used to be. Most boots are comfort-
able from the very start provided they fit properly. You should only need a 
handful of walks to get the feeling that you’ve had them for ages. Fabric or 
leather is an often debated topic. For me, it’s leather every time. You can 
always keep a leather boot topped up with waterproofing by applying the 

Well-dressed 
Mountain Leaders

A well worn, 
comfortable looking, 
nicely waxed pair of 
boots – lovely.
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wet grass, scree and rocky ground (in both ascent and descent) whatever the 
weather, a stiffer boot, particularly laterally is a wise choice. Do remember 
that whatever you wear, you’ll be role modelling and setting an example to 
those you lead, make it a good example, not an eccentric one.

Top tips from Mountain Leaders

When lacing up your boots, put an extra turn in the first simple knot. 
This will stop the lace slipping. When you’ve tied the bow put a simple 
knot in the bow and it will be far less likely to come undone.

Derek Clarke

Clothing

The current norm is base layer, one or two fleeces and a breathable outer 
layer that is windproof and waterproof. 

Bucking the trend

An alternative is to go for the ‘directional fabric’ garments produced 
by companies like Buffalo and Paramo. These are usually worn as one 
layer with lots of ventilation for when it’s warm (bare flesh exposed) 
and can be on the warm side when moving. For slower moving 
or when stationary, they are clearly very good. The fans of these 

A selection of 
footwear for walking 
in the mountains. 
Make sure you 
choose the right 
footwear for the right 
day and set a good 
example to those  
you lead.


