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         I wake early and set out into the shining day with the sun still low behind Pen yr Ole Wen – Head of the White Slope – which looks a perfect pyramid from the hostel door, a child’s drawing of a mountain. The peak casts a deep shadow over the western flanks of Foel-goch to the west and down Nant Ffrancon Pass ahead, but the path that I take from the Ogwen Lake climbs into the sun – a land of luminous yellows and violets – turning first to face the broken slopes of Tryfan, then sweeping round toward the Glyder massif and the bowl of Cwm Idwal.

         As I walk, I pass in the shadow of huge boulders dumped by the Quaternarian glacier which scooped this valley out as it retreated down to Bangor. Monoliths stand about, silent toughs who watch me go. Charles Darwin first noted these perched rocks in 1842 on his second visit to the valley. Returning with a new perspective, having developed what he called a ‘glacial eye’, Darwin saw that Cwm Idwal possessed a uniquely rich testimony to the ice that had once filled it: ‘a house burnt down by fire did not tell its story more plainly than did this valley.’

         One hundred and seventy-one years later the rocks remain – distinct, unmoved, their ridged sides flecked with bright lichens – except now there’s a well-trodden path, buffed by the thousands who pass this way each year, and the rocks are called Darwin’s Boulders whereas they just were in the 1840s. Further on I find hawkweed and damson-coloured butterwort, sour wood sorrel growing amidst razor-haired grasses. Ogwen is also a rare southern outpost for opalescent arctic moss and alpine saxifrages.

         As I reach the lakeside, the wind rises to heckle the collar of my jacket. Out on the water it swoops in bands, strafing silver ripples which track back to the shore. The landscape here is even rockier, the thin skin of plant-life barely covering the igneous alluvium beneath. The underland breaks out at my feet whilst, opposite, Y Garn soars – outworks swathed in purple scree – stone walls towering all around me, a tiny spider in a rhyolite bath.

         Drizzle begins to fall as I pass through a metal gate, the warm light suddenly sucked from the day. The clouds gloom in with a startling speed, like a snap migraine. Before me, the tussocked slope steepens to form a rubble-pocked terrace, rising in irregular rucks. Above this, darker crags slide out of the white clouds which hug the ridgeline and frame the valley head; the parsley fern and mosses stalling on the sharp incline, lush greens fading through stubble to slate.

         Still higher, the slopes suddenly flash up pale straw as sun breaks through the grey, the light scanning round like a compass point to settle momentarily on my destination, the Idwal Slabs or Rhiwiau Caws – ‘Slopes of Cheese’. Today the slabs are a jet wedge angling down, dark grey fingers pushed into the wet earth – the rock massed and pleated, already looming massive from half a mile away.

         
            *

         

         I’m on the trail of my great-great-aunt, Dorothy Pilley – a prominent and pioneering mountaineer of the early twentieth century – with her 1935 memoir Climbing Days as my guide. The book details her time climbing in Wales, the Lakes, the Alps and North America with her husband, the literary critic and scholar Ivor Armstrong Richards (‘I.A.R.’); the final chapter is an account of their celebrated first ascent of the north ridge of the Dent Blanche in 1928 – one of the last great mountaineering problems of the Alps.

         ‘I began this book in China, being homesick for European hills,’ wrote Dorothy in her Climbing Days preface. ‘It was a substitute for climbs in Britain and the Alps. In the final stages it was only too truly a substitute; stealing away days that might have been spent high, for a low struggle with commas.’

         I’d recently finished writing a book set deep in the overgrown lanes of Dorset; a collaboration with two others, inspired by Geoffrey Household’s 1939 pulp thriller Rogue Male and the poetry of Edward Thomas. Holloway, as we called it, explored landscape, journeys, paths and interrelation, and left me thinking of my family tree and literary roots since the project had proved a strange and revealing way into the past. Maybe here was a means of approaching the mystery of Dorothy and I.A.R., Dorothea and Ivor; my father remembers her as ‘always aunt Dorothea’;* Dorothy Pilley on her book jackets; Dorothy Pilley (Mrs I. A. Richards) on the title page of Climbing Days – the couple whose several names had long featured in family conversation but whom nobody seemed to have known. Perhaps, in the mountains, I could meet them halfway.

         

         
            *

         

         Without knowing it, I’d practised the close reading advocated in I.A.R.’s Practical Criticism throughout my secondary education, and it wasn’t until I was studying English Literature at university that I began to understand his importance and contribution. At one point I had the strange experience of sitting through a lecture about him, the professor at the front dismantling Shakespearean sonnets with the semiotic toolkit I.A.R. developed at Cambridge in the 1920s.

         Returning home for Christmas after my first term, I discovered other of his books: The Meaning of Meaning and Mencius on the Mind: Experiments in Multiple Definition, unread and shelved away, publishers’ ‘With Compliments’ slips still crisp between their pages. First editions given during their stopovers and kept like talismans. Beside them sat Climbing Days – Dorothy Pilley, London: G. Bell & Sons Ltd, 1935 – bound in Munsell green cloth. In place of a ‘With Compliments’ slip I found a copy of I.A.R.’s poem ‘Hope – To D.E.P. in hospital for a broken hip’ folded up and tucked inside the dust jacket. By whom? I never knew, but I rescued all three books and set them on my bedroom desk and there they rested, occasionally grazed but mostly neglected. It wasn’t until I had cause to make a trip to Snowdonia of my own – to visit the sculptor David Nash in Blaenau Ffestiniog – that, recalling the early pages of Climbing Days, I made a point of sitting down to read it through, together with Roger Deakin’s Wildwood, in preparation for the trip.

         Exploring Climbing Days, I began thinking that, were I not related to Dorothy – had I just stumbled upon her writing by chance – my feelings about the book might be quite different. I’d have probably just taken the writing at face value and enjoyed the escapades, but the fact Dorothy was a peripheral and mysterious presence coloured her words. I.A.R., for instance, turns up early on and is described as lean, athletic and logical in his approach, calm and agile: often seeming to choose footholds ‘up round his ears’. Dorothy is factual rather than fervent in her descriptions of him and whilst there’s definite admiration there are few hints of a relationship developing. Friends, comrades, the sort to use last names and punch each other on the arm, although, after they’ve scaled Hope together, she writes that ‘all through the winter’ I.A.R. sent her drawings of the cliffs above with new suggestions for attempts. A correspondence had been established away from Wales: Pilley in London, Richards in Cambridge.

         But exultant language is reserved for the mountains, and events beyond their border are touched upon rarely; as if Dorothy enters a state of suspended animation at Bangor railway station, resigning herself to a sepia spell, truly living only during ‘odd weekends whenever I could fit them in, framed between night journeys in which the endless serried lights of Crewe shunting-yards seemed the great gateway to the hills’.

         So I resolved to visit Snowdonia early in 2013 but had to postpone several trips in the face of high winds and snow. The bad weather wore on over Easter, when temperatures on the high ground fell to minus twenty degrees Celsius and thirty-foot drifts shrouded Snowdon, smothering the valleys below for many weeks – the worst winter for sixty years.

         It was May before I reached North Wales, and dark when I got to the Idwal Cottage hostel, but I awoke next morning to a clear sky and the dubbin smell of boots. I spoke to the hostel manager over breakfast and explained my expedition. He was enthusiastic and knew the names of many climbs founded by the pair; climbs with names like Lazarus, Holly Tree Wall and Hope – and that was good to hear because it was Hope, ‘Hope – To D.E.P. in hospital for a broken hip’, which had drawn me to Idwal. Having helped establish the route with Mrs E. H. Daniell in 1915, both Dorothy and Ivor wrote of it, first in Climbing Days and then, much later, in ‘Hope’.

         I see an aged I.A.R. working on ‘Hope’, reaching back to the sure-footed agility of years past, his lines nimble, the poem flowing with an assured fluency – deft tribute to a cherished place and partner.

         Hope

         
            
               
                  My dear: Wales has a slab

                  Named Hope – a tall, buff, tilting thing.

                  It listens, these late centuries,

                  To querulous, lost, impatient lambs

                  And the ambiguous sheep

                  Conversing through the mist.

                  There, leading, one cool Spring,

                  Rope out, the holds glare ice,

                  You found your pocket scissors:

                                                           stab by stab

                  Picked enough clear, floated on up.

                                                           I keep

                  A memory of that for other jams:

                  You immaterialist,

                  Who know when to persist.

               

            

         

         
            Recall the Epicoun:

            Night, welling up so soon,

            Near sank us in soft snow.

            At the stiff-frozen dawn,

            When Time has ceased to flow,

            – The glacier ledge our unmade bed –

            I hear you through your yawn:

            ‘Leaping crevasses in the dark,

            That’s how to live!’ you said.

            No room in that to hedge:

            A razor’s edge of a remark.1

         

         
            *

         

         At close quarters the slabs are splashed with zebra quartz striation, daubed like a gannet stack, its slashed diagonals misleading the eye like the dazzle camouflage of battleships, an analogy which holds truer the nearer I get as the cliffs hove up gigantic. Above me on the polished scarp, two figures hug the rock, bright beetles in red helmets, blue rope trailing. The leader, apparently impervious to the downpour, edges up a flake; pale hands searching for holds ahead, radiating concentration as he tries to decipher the slab. Below him, his partner, a younger girl, watches on, paying out the line as fat raindrops din on the crag and my coat.
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               Llyn Ogwen, May 2013 (Dan Richards)

            

         

         Slowly ascending, body taut, the leader disappears from my view – lost inside a sloping cleft, the blue trail the only clue he’s there until, with a shout, the rope grows tight and the pitch is set. The girl begins to follow, gingerly ascending, shifting her weight from hand to foot, jamming an elbow to pivot on a knee, stealing higher in the skiddy cracks until she too vanishes, slack rope snaking after her, and I’m left alone in the white noise of the rain.

         
            *

         

         Dorothy doesn’t describe her walk to the foot of every climb. For her, such journeys are a proem to an object, a prelude. But she often sketches her immediate view, the feelings inspired and the climbing available, with brilliant alacrity: ‘When I got out of the car from Bangor – for the first of how many times? – the mountain seemed to hang over our heads … Tryfan, the grim guardian of the upper Nant Ffrancon, the rockiest peak south of the Tweed and the only Welsh mountain that cannot be climbed without using the hands.’

         Dorothy’s landscapes are always rooted and contextualised by the attendant ascent, shaped by her enthusiasm for that challenge, the path a precursor to the pitch. As a walker, for the time being at least, I am in the same position as the young Pilley. ‘The climber’, she writes, ‘speaks generally of “going up Snowdon” when he follows the zigzags of the path, and “climbs” only when he uses his hands as well as his feet.’ Touch-paper lit, passion kindled, she’s atop Tryfan leaping from Adam to Eve by page four – ‘“Mountain madness” has me now for ever in its grasp’ – hungry for thrills, giddy for the camaraderie of those few who shared her newly discovered passion, the peaks and cliffs taking on ‘something of the place that a university might hold for others’.

         The first chapter of Climbing Days, ‘Initiation’, reveals an ardent young woman at a loss, seeking definition, determined to escape a cycle of social expectation. Climbing was to be her saviour, both a revelation and revolution, and Climbing Days is a record of discovery and a concerted effort to secure a foothold in this new domain – written in thrall to the possibilities Snowdonia afforded. Post-Tryfan she was charged and changed for ever. So it is here that I have come, with Climbing Days as guide, visiting Snowdonia much as Nan Shepherd – Dorothy’s great contemporary and fellow mountaineer – describes visiting the Cairngorms ‘as one visits a friend, with no intention but to be with him’. I am here to visit Dorothy and I.A.R., following them up this track at a distance of ninety years with no intention other than to be here, as they were.

         
            *

         

         Climbing Days and ‘Hope’ painted a very different portrait of the couple from the vague stories I’d been told, growing up. I was born too late to know my great-great-aunt and uncle. They existed in published books of letters and poetry that nobody seemed to have read and occasional anecdotes when my father recalled them as elderly, contained and otherworldly; the pair arriving at his already crowded childhood home bearing exotic gifts from far-flung places, expecting to be entertained and driven to appointments, apparently oblivious that ‘other people had to work’. Pressed further he admitted to finding Dorothea ‘terrifying’, recollecting that she and I.A.R. always pitched up with a vast amount of hats and sticks, after which the children would be presented, ‘like a Royal visit’.

         He remembers standing in the garden as the car arrives. My father is seven years old, lined up with his brothers. Greataunt Dorothea emerges from the house with I.A.R. – mysterious and striking, dark hair in winding plaits about her ears. The three boys know that these are important visitors, academics. Famous, although they’re not sure why. There’s been talk of books and climbing but it all seems so incredible in light of these two impossibly elderly people, advancing now with their sticks. My father tries to picture them climbing the stairs in the house and his mind skips to an image of an impossible staircase, big as a mountain, an Everest of stairs like he’s seen in A Matter of Life and Death … but he blinks and smiles to shake their papery hands and waits with the shy confidence of a child who knows there will be presents because he’s seen the packages behind Great-uncle Ivor’s back.

         Recently returned from America, another impossible idea, the pair talk quietly with the children in an atmosphere of reverence. The sense of formal occasion is such that, when the act of gift giving takes place, it resembles nothing so much as the presentation of prizes at a fête or Victores Ludorum at a sports day. 

         After Dorothea and Ivor disappear back into the house, the boys still stand in line, stunned, turning the presents – a cap gun with its red leather cartridge belt, the Davy Crockett hat with real raccoon tail, and the bow and quiver of sharp arrows – over in their hands. Impossible trophies: the sort of dangerous and exciting presents given by people who don’t have children of their own.
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               Dorothy Pilley, c.1922 (RCM)

            

         

         The first picture I ever saw of Dorothy was a posed shot which seemed to give little away, a face amongst other Edwardian faces. Timeless, serious and distant. Old. But old in a very different way from my father’s memories; old in the way that pictures of football teams from that era, despite being composed of young men, show faces that are older than you’ll ever be. Hewn landscapes at the age of thirty. She’s glamorous, certainly, with ivory skin, her gaze seeming to glide left beyond the camera and out of shot. Hair a tad dishevelled, a deep fur collar. The gown she wears has an academic air, the thin V of the neckline diving down to a silver brooch. All so buttoned up at first glance; an airless picture. The caption reads: ‘Dorothy Pilley, Secretary of the British Women’s Patriotic League, c.1922’. She was twenty-eight years old. My great-great-aunt, two years younger than I am now.

         But looking again at the photograph, having read Climbing Days – I do often, the shot now pinned up beside where I write – I see that her head is held proud and she smoulders, amorous and challenging, her lips slightly parted on the cusp of a smile, her eyes playful but steely. Transplanted onto a mountain, or to a bar or running for a train, freed from the silver nitrate square, she possesses great possibilities of fun and explosive energy. The picture leads me on to imagine the several seconds either side of this frozen moment, the laughter which had to be stifled so the shot could be taken, the itchiness of that collar, the restless hands in her lap. I sense the desperation to get out of the stuffy studio and back out into the fresh air, or anywhere else for that matter – the same desperation that, years later, led my teenage father and his brothers to play the Who VERY LOUDLY at another family gathering in an attempt to jolt an elderly Dorothea and I.A.R. into ‘some sort of emotional response’.

         How had this happened? Had she mellowed with age and become the very thing she’d so rebelled against? I saw that I had no idea who Dorothy really was. She remained beyond reach, ambiguous, a divided personality, her life split into two distinct acts, the young elemental ‘Pilley’ who wrote Climbing Days, and the elderly lady who appeared sporadically in my father’s childhood, dispensing lethal gifts, amalgamate of I.A.R. But that line recurred:

         
            
               
                  ‘Leaping crevasses in the dark,

                  That’s how to live!’ you said.

               

            

         

         Even in later years, in hospital with a broken hip, D.E.P. was still one who left no room to hedge: still recognisably the author of that razor’s edge remark.

         I couldn’t help but read Climbing Days with a forensic eye, looking for the writer in the writing – which should have been easy enough; it was, after all an autobiography – but Dorothy kept shifting, avoiding my eye, the narrative constantly switching tenses, viewpoints and locales; soaring, alighting, dwelling, darting elsewhere. I couldn’t make her out. There seemed so much unsaid or, perhaps, I wanted something more than the text could give.

         I couldn’t just enjoy the book like a civilian, it threw up too many questions. But here, again, I found that ‘Hope’, the more I read it, felt like a way into the pair’s relationship and work – a Richards/Pilley Rosetta Stone; an isthmus between the two apparently disparate figures. Here was Dorothy as I.A.R. saw her, revelling in the wildness of her element: freed to be herself in the mountains which were to be the fulcrum to their partnership – a watershed for Dorothy and a healing force for the pulmonary tuberculosis which cast a shadow over I.A.R.’s early life. Here they delighted in the harsh topography which tested and matched their vastly different temperaments – Dorothy’s frenetic energy counterpoint to I.A.R.’s logic and precision – specifically the Ogwen Valley, the place where they first met, the situation which drew them together.

         As some walk or swim to think – the act fulfilling as much a cerebral as physical role – so climbing, for Pilley, keyed into her soul. She was a climber, first and foremost, an amazing thing to be at that time.

         ‘Dorothea was an immensely strong-willed woman, determined to get her own way,’ writes Dr Richard Luckett in the introduction to Selected Letters of I. A. Richards. ‘Her inclination to be a great lady went with an equal and opposite desire to be off with the raggle-taggle gypsies.’

         The mountains were her true domain, anathema to London, egalitarian and feral; satisfying needs untouched by her family, work and social life: ‘How the contrast shook one!’ she writes at the end of Chapter 2.

         
            To go back to gloves and high heeled shoes, pavements and taxicabs. Walking with an umbrella in Piccadilly one felt as though, with a little more strain, one could become a divided personality. This time yesterday! One lay munching a dry sandwich on a rocky ledge, plucking at a patch of lichen and listening to the distant roar of the white Ogwen Falls … Kind, firm friends would say, ‘All good things come to an end’, or ‘You can’t expect all life to be a holiday’. But to me, and to climbers before and after me, this was no question of holidays. It went down into the very form and fabric of myself.

         

         Of her childhood and the period between the end of Climbing Days and the beginning of my father’s remembrance I knew nothing. Her life seemed strangely front-loaded – Climbing Days emerging as a lone work of disclosure amidst intriguing fragments such as the succinct biography which prefaces Selected Letters:

         
            RICHARDS, DOROTHY ELEANOR (1894–1986)

            
                

            

            The daughter of a strict father (a science teacher at Alleyn’s College, Dulwich), Dorothy achieved her independence by climbing mountains, writing for newspapers, and working as a secretary for the proto-feminist British Women’s Patriotic League. Her looks and vivacity ensured her the many suitors she periodically repulsed as threats to her hard-won liberty. Ivor Richards (whom she met in Wales in 1917 and married in Honolulu on 31 Dec. 1926), though a special case, had not only her disinclination to overcome, but her family’s as well. The Pilleys were well-to-do part-owners of a firm manufacturing baby food, and did not believe that a young don could support their daughter. The marriage was an exceptionally happy one.

            Dorothy Richards’s account of their climbing days together up to 1928 (Climbing Days – London, 1935; 2nd edition, London, 1965) is a classic of its kind, and her significance as a pioneer of women’s climbing is well recognised.

            She merits a biography.

         

         I didn’t want to write a biography.

         So there, again, I let it rest, relieved.

         But I did want to understand her, and her need for the mountains, and the broader question of how we are formed by certain strong landscapes. And the character of ‘Hope’ still loitered and my mind continued wandering for the next few years … and it was during this time that I began reading mountain literature – not for any particular reason, I told myself – but the pile of books beside my bed began to spiral: I Chose to Climb by Chris Bonington, The Living Mountain by Nan Shepherd, Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer, Coronation Everest by Jan Morris, The Hard Years by Joe Brown, Climbing with Joseph Georges by Dorothy E. Thompson2 … and then, one day, I began rereading Climbing Days whilst making pencil notes in the margins, a map of Snowdonia unfolded on the table beside me.

         I would go to the mountains.

         
            Notes

            1 I. A. Richards, ‘Hope – to D.E.P. in hospital for a broken hip’, in The Screens and Other Poems, 1960; New and Selected Poems, Carcanet, Manchester, 1978.

            2 Dorothy E. Thompson, Climbing with Joseph Georges, Titus Wilson and Son, Kendal, 1962. The book is dedicated to ‘Dr. and Mrs I. A. Richards, with whom I first climbed the Alps, and to all my Friends of Days among the Hills.’

         

         
            * Although she should really have been Great-aunt Dorothea to my father and his brothers.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Cambridge

         

         June and July 2013

         But first I went to Rye on the South Coast marshes – a town set in a remarkably flat part of Sussex – to meet Dr Richard Luckett, former Pepys Librarian of Magdalene College, Cambridge, and a great friend of the Richardses in their later years, a friendship he sketches in the introduction to Selected Letters of I. A. Richards.1 After retiring from Magdalene he moved down to Rye and now he welcomes me to his home with great zest and cordiality.

         It turns out we have a friend in common in Robert Macfarlane – travel writer, mountaineer, Emmanuel fellow and my Holloway co-author. ‘Yes, I lent him the letters found on Mallory’s body,’ explains Richard in a tone which implies this is quite normal Cambridge interaction. ‘He asked me about getting copies of the letters and I said, look, it would be much easier to lend him the letters themselves.’

         Were they in a good state? I ask, intrigued.

         ‘Oh yes! marvellous. If you wanted to make the best library in the world you would build it on top of Everest; humidity down to nothing, absolutely optimum – yes, they could have been written yesterday. And he’d just put them in the pocket of his tweed jacket, with his pipe, and other things – which actually Magdalene ought to have but we don’t, unfortunately.’*

         I tell him how much I enjoyed his Selected Letters introduction and he seems pleased, if slightly embarrassed. ‘Well, of course, I was trying to account for a very odd thing; why a musical historian should be diverted into something … I mean, it was ten years out of my life, really. Not wasted, no; just different!’ He laughs.

         Sat next to a harpsichord which fills most of the room, he describes how he first met Dorothea and Ivor in April 1976 whilst researching for a PhD at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. Ivor had been invited to give a lecture to the college’s Shirley Society, the oldest literary society in the university, but opted to read his poetry instead. After the reading he and Dorothea attended drinks in Richard’s attic lodgings, at the top of seventy-two steps. It was the climb that attracted them, more than the offer of whisky, reckons Richard. Once there, the company were held spellbound by Dorothea’s stories of screes, dysentery and Sherpas on an abortive expedition to explore the flanks of K2, after which I.A.R. spoke, to the vast astonishment of most of those present, about Swinburne.

         The introduction was the first time he’d written about his relationship with the pair, he explains, an attempt to frame them on a domestic level rather than as an intellectual whole. He appears apologetic about this but I reassure him that it’s precisely this approach which I like about it, the personal insights and interactions.

         

         That’s exactly what I’m after, I tell him.

         ‘Oh right!’ he says, all enthusiasm. ‘I didn’t know. I hadn’t grasped the angle at all.’2

         I tell Richard the story of the brothers attempting to jolt and shock Ivor and Dorothea by playing them ‘Baba O’Riley’ by the Who, and Richard laughs and laughs.

         ‘Oh dear!’ he says, wiping his eyes. ‘Oh dear, well, first of all, you see, Ivor was tone-deaf. I’ve never understood that but it’s absolutely true and, actually, also true of Yeats! It wasn’t true of Eliot, who was very keen on music, but Yeats: music meant nothing to him and yet, when you read his poetry, the music within that is absolutely truthful.

         ‘Now, one of the points on which Ivor and Dorothea would never have agreed was music. Dorothea even tried to play the violin … God knows … Sorry, ha ha! But music to Ivor meant nothing. I mean it was quite literally a case of it being “God Save the Queen” because other people stood up! That was the way he could tell. In a funny sort of way Ivor was completely ahistorical; though he was completely up to date with the contemporaneous in poetry, he wasn’t really interested in what was contemporaneous generally. The fact that the Who was modern music wouldn’t actually have meant anything to him at all … it wasn’t where he lived, mentally, I mean.’

         It’s amazing to think that Ivor wrote books about aesthetic perception whilst music remained a mystery: like writing an RAC manual whilst unable to drive, I told him. Richard agreed: Ivor wrote books about communications, television and its effects but never possessed a television in his life. He never possessed a radio: ‘It was just that he wasn’t interested. Not interested at all. In fact it’s quite remarkable. I think he barely gave a radio talk in his life.’ 

         Ivor was interested in the mechanics below the bonnet of aesthetics, said Richard, the workings of literature, art and theatre but not the performative aspects. He didn’t need to see it raced, but Dorothea was always dragging him to art exhibitions despite this, he remembers. ‘She even, with gratuitous cruelty, dragged him to concerts.’

         A protesting Ivor being dragged to see culture by Dorothea is a fun image to mull, dragged reluctantly for fifty years – characters in a play that Ivor would never have gone to see. What excited and engaged Ivor, instead, was experience of the natural world; ‘standing on a lesser Rocky looking at a higher Rocky,’ as Richard put it; ‘or Shakespearian tragedy; but there wasn’t any way that he could do Shakespearian tragedy by proxy.’

         I ask Richard what the pair’s dynamic together was like when he knew them, towards the end of their lives, and mention my father’s view that whilst they seemed inseparable, they were not like any married couple he’d ever known – more like devoted companions.

         ‘That is an extraordinarily perceptive comment, absolutely dead on. That’s how I would put it, yes. Totally devoted.’ But he queries the idea of social awkwardness, rolling the idea around a while, repeating the phrase to himself. ‘Social awkwardness. Well, was it a sort of social awkwardness? I think Ivor always felt, however much it might not have seemed so to your father, quietly at home with the family. I think we might put any atmosphere down to, well … I think he might possibly have been slightly on edge as to what Dorothea might do next.’

         She had form in that area?

         ‘Well, she had … Yes, I don’t know anybody who encountered her who wasn’t alarmed in some way. But it’s difficult to put your finger on it. Not socially but, as I say, you never quite knew what she might do next.’†

         She could make people uneasy?

         ‘Yes.’

         Her raggle-taggle gypsy nature?

         ‘Yes, or, having had a drink or two, “Hallelujah, I’m a bum!”’ He laughs. ‘She was capable of outrageous behaviour … but I should say, and this is important: whilst she was aware of what she could do, she was quite incapable of using it for manipulative or controlling effect. In other words, she was perfectly aware that she might shock and surprise people but she never used it … by which I mean, she wasn’t one of these wretched people who would do something fully aware of the effect and then attempt to draw back and say, “Oh dear, what did I do that for?”’

         So Ivor was very steady in that respect.

         ‘Ivor was totally steady, yes. He put up with a great deal – I mean, to read the account of the dance that she led him across America, to the Rockies, finally to marriage in Honolulu … amazing story.

         ‘Janet Adam Smith once said to me, “Of course, Ivor was a saint.” And Janet didn’t use religious terms lightly. I remember her saying that to me after Ivor died.

         ‘One absurdly agonising thing was that Ivor was agnostic, I don’t think he was an atheist but an agnostic – he may have felt a moral obligation to go to plays with Dorothea but he would draw certain lines. He would never set foot in Magdalene chapel – and therefore getting him buried was difficult because the order of service had to be devised but the word “God” could not appear. I remember going down to London for Dorothea and trying to find Rationalist burial services – which of course are absolutely dreadful … Dorothea was a litmus paper for what was bad, you know? She could tell you at once. She couldn’t tell you what was good or how it could be improved; but she’d say, “No, this wouldn’t go, it simply would not do.” Eventually I devised a series of readings and poems about death which didn’t mention God and stuck these together so they made a kind of service; something you could read in the crematorium. And it seemed to work but Dorothea was absolutely superb at digging in her heels and saying, “No, it wouldn’t do.”’ 

         Without offering any alternative, I suggest, and he laughs.

         ‘Exactly. Yes.’

         Richard has diaries of his own which cover that period, he tells me.

         ‘The way I thought of it was that Dorothea was quite literally my nearest neighbour. I lived in the Pepys building and she lived at the bottom of the garden. As I used to say, “There are furies at the bottom of my garden!”’

         
            *

         

         My bridge into the lives of Dorothea and Ivor is formed of their writings and the remembrance of people who knew them. When I mentioned that I was writing this book a lot of people responded, ‘Oh, right!? Practical Criticism in the mountains?’ and I would smile and think, ‘Oh dear, that sounds like a terrible idea …’ and then worry what I was to do – because, bluntly, a lot of people have heard of I. A. Richards and few have heard of Dorothy Pilley.

         I needed to confront this obstacle, clear the academic barricade which ‘I. A. Richards’ seemed to represent.

         There seemed very little point in approaching Ivor and Dorothea from an academic slant because that wasn’t their world. It was Ivor’s world. Dorothea wasn’t an academic and my focus on Climbing Days pointed towards the climbing overlap in their interests; a climbing angle, to use Dr Luckett’s word.

         The key thing was for me to be present in the story and go forward rather than forever looking back. It had to be a journey. Ivor famously disliked autobiographical writing and agreed to a biography only on the proviso that it examined his life through the prism of his work. Describing himself as ‘fundamentally an inventor’, he saw the story of his life as supplemental to his inventions – even to the extent that he expressed regret in later years for having spent so much time climbing mountains. So, strange as it may sound, in writing about such a man, the last thing I wished to do was get too involved with academia, because that part of Ivor’s life had already been written about at length by better attuned, more studious minds than mine.‡

         I had a fairly solid grounding in Practical Criticism from my university days and my memories of the book centred on the excitement and insight afforded by redaction. Remove the names, the dates, the clues, mine down to the words on the page, the raw impersonal materials, afresh and unaffected. Wasn’t the deployment of anonymity I.A.R.’s primary feat? 

         Ivor’s official biographer, John Paul Russo, succinctly explains this quandary:

         
            In 1912 Richards told his history supervisor Frank Salter, that he ‘didn’t think history ought to have happened.’ In 1974 in the Clark Lectures he told his audience the same thing. Another time, privately, he said that he ‘hated the past’ for its suffering and cruelty and always looked ahead, ‘even now’ (1972). So Richards ‘turned by accident to philosophy’ because he ‘couldn’t bear history.’ This deep conviction left its imprint on his criticism, with its rejection of the heavy backgrounding of works of art in historical periods and his antipathy to personal memoir and biography.3

         

         Russo’s I. A. Richards: His Life and Work, where this passage appears, is not the sort of book which invites casual investigation from a layman.4 The trouble really started when my copy arrived and was twice as thick as the letterbox. It weighed 1.4 kg, the weight of the average adult brain. I’d like to think my brain was average but several months with Russo’s book made me question that. As an intellectual biography it succeeded on two fronts, revealing Ivor’s intellectual brilliance whilst making me feel fairly thick.

         Early on there are some brilliant passages – stories of school and Ivor’s boyhood – but then the book hits Cambridge and, shortly after, Cambridge rather hits the book. Ivor is there but submerged beneath scholarship, the narrative so cerebrally loaded at times that it reminded me of a floating head in a vitrine – as if the man went out the window once the heavy lifting of academia began. The world reduced in scope to university life.

         It’s clear that Russo’s aim is to elucidate the work: celebrate its genus, evolution, form and function. That’s where his interest lies, and that may have been what Ivor wanted from the book, but the result is that the domestic is often squeezed – Ivor’s meeting and early relationship with Dorothea is covered on two thirds of page 48, for example, along with the First World War – and whilst the writing flows when discussing ‘the work’, the life in between is sometimes delivered in a brusque tone, like a harassed teacher thrashing out a school report the night before a parents’ evening:

         
            In the Welsh mountains, in 1917, Richards was introduced to his future wife, Dorothy Eleanor Pilley5 … A vivacious, strong-minded and competent individual of liberal sympathies, she had decided upon a career in journalism when she met Richards. She had also taken up rock climbing. It is fitting that their long partnership began in the rugged hills, because mountaineering was their lifelong enthusiasm. Pilley became one of the great sportswomen in the history of British mountaineering.6

         

         Throughout I. A. Richards: His Life and Work I was acutely aware that Russo was going to great lengths to clarify and contextualise Ivor’s thought but, I’m afraid, by page 100 and a labyrinthine section on Synaesthesis, my arms and brain were aching from the book’s weight. I began to think, ‘Blimey, how long was he alive?’ And ‘I wonder if Dorothea ever read this all the way through …’ because I’m not sure even Dorothea would have been so fascinated by Ivor that she’d have read 850 pages of tightly set print about him, perhaps even less so Ivor himself.§

         I knew I was in danger of getting overawed and completely lost in an epistemological maze for want of a plan. I wanted to know what Ivor was like but this book made that seem a somewhat lightweight quest. So, thoroughly intimidated, tired and worried, I was relieved to discover K. E. Garay’s review of I. A. Richards: His Life and Work, which revealed that I was not alone in these thoughts. Whilst she praises Russo for a ‘substantial, skillful and scholarly example of intellectual biography’ which explores the contours of Richards’ mind and deftly ‘places his ideas within their intellectual framework’, Garay suggests that ‘for all its brilliance and richness this work does not fully succeed as a life’: ‘Richards the Welsh Wizard, at once the skilled practitioner and implacable foe of “word magic”; Richards the intrepid mountaineer, scaler of heights and obstacles, physical and emotional as well as intellectual; Richards the teacher, friend and husband; Richards the man, has escaped the searching gaze of his biographer and one cannot but imagine him smiling.’7 

         But here, again, was a way into my book. I should attempt to explore those areas mentioned only in passing, details fallen through the cracks. Everything flagged by Garay as missing, I would seek to find: Ivor the intrepid mountaineer, scaler of heights and obstacles, dynamic, physical and emotional; Ivor the teacher, raconteur, friend and husband; Ivor the man that Dorothea knew and loved. The man in Climbing Days.

         My hope was to find him in diaries, letters, scrapbooks, papers and articles housed in the Pepys Library at Cambridge. I would go in with an open mind and look at his life, intertwined with Dorothea’s, from the holistic stance of a relative climber. I planned to circumvent academia, literally climb outside it.

         Things improved once I got on to the roof of Magdalene College.

         
            *

         

         Ivor first arrived at Magdalene from Clifton in 1911, aged eighteen, to study History. A photograph of him from the time shows a gentle owlish youth with a generous mouth and distant eyes. As with so many posed pictures of the type, he sits in front of darkness, emerging from the void as if riding a singularly uneventful ghost train. There he sits, looking a little awkward, brimful of self-belief and doubt, oscillating potential – a boy new to Cambridge, idealistic, dreamy and fired, who writes perfervid letters home full of plans to found a new society; utopian treatises addressed to his mother, ‘Little Owlie’.

         A. C. Benson, Master of Magdalene, notes in his diary of 9 November 1911:

         
            The point is that Richards, an able fellow and exhibition freshman, declares himself an Anarchist. He says he won’t take up any profession, or accept any payment by Government. He means to till a plot of land and teach non-resistance. He’s a silly boy with a mixture of Shelley and Carpenter. Meanwhile he makes no sacrifices, uses the ordinary comforts and securities, and holds these doctrines. He wants to change his Tripos: he can’t bear History because it is the record of Government. And that is all immoral.

         

         Shortly after this existential skirmish, Ivor moved over to Moral Sciences, suffered a serious attack of pulmonary tuberculosis and was taken away by his mother to convalesce on Dartmoor’s sweeping warm-wet uplands. He did not return to Cambridge until the autumn of 1913, having spent the interim reading anything and everything he could find and, whenever possible, climbing. Later he’d say that his years of remote recuperation were central to the formation of his character and career, claiming he’d emerged ‘out of books, any old books’.

         A picture I have from 1915 finds him taller, stood on a chair, second back left of a Cambridge Moral Science Club group shot. Hands clasped behind his back, shoulders slack, suit front rumpled – he seems to have graduated from owl to awkward heron, grown into a diffident, faintly wry fellow, dark-orbed, gaunt, not yet a man. Traces of illness still attend his whey face. There’s something of John Le Mesurier in his posture. He meets the camera’s eye soft-faced; a slightly smiling, even gaze where others in the three rows challenge, squint or look away. The picture may turn about Bertrand Russell sat sunny and jovial in the centre row, but Ivor hovers – sleepy face topped with frazzled hair, mussed, anglepoise, peripheral but present amongst the philosophers, teachers and student thinkers – a world away from the war.

         By this point, Russo writes, Ivor had already made several successful night climbs of the chimneys and towers of Magdalene as well as other colleges. ‘In his last year he moved into rooms on the top floor over the main gate, making the roofs of Magdalene easy for access. In a photograph journal, Magdalene College Roofs and Climbs, he captured the mood of the suspenseful nights of 1915: “lights out everywhere in expectation of a Zeppelin raid.”’8

         It’s one of very few references to the First World War that I’ve found in relation to Ivor. A memory recalled and transcribed sixty years later, in Ivor’s final decade, for a book that would be published ten years after he died.

         In Rye I ask Richard if Ivor wrote about the war in his diaries of the time.

         ‘Oh, there is a huge confusion about this,’ he tells me, leaning forward in his seat and suddenly reminding me of Desmond Llewelyn’s Q.¶ ‘Now, this is terribly important because it’s a major confusion regarding I.A.R. Everything I could find in Wentworth House – where they retired to in Cambridge – every scrap of paper that was complete is preserved at Magdalene. There’s a room in the Old Library which has their archive in it and it’s almost all catalogued, so that is all safely there, but I.A.R.’s diaries … there are I.A.R. diaries but they are Cambridge pocket diaries, just notes and engagements, and they’re completely unrevealing unless you really know the circumstances. 

         ‘Dorothea’s diaries predate her acquaintance with Ivor, they start in 1912 and they go on right until a couple of weeks before she died. They are also at Magdalene and they are a full record but some of them are in Ivor’s handwriting. This is because, when she couldn’t keep them, she asked him to keep them for her but they’re not his diaries; but John Haffenden in his Life of William Empson9 – it’s very important, you must read it – mentioned “Ivor’s diaries”, which has led to huge confusion.’

         He sits back, exasperated and crestfallen that it should be so. In the moment of silence which follows I review this unexpected news: Ivor kept no diaries of his own but sometimes wrote Dorothea’s for her, from her point of view – an anomalous quirk in his slash-and-burn approach to biography.

         ‘But you asked about the war, the first war,’ Richard breaks back in. ‘It’s very strange but it always used to remind me of To the Lighthouse. Do you know it? If you remember, the whole of the war is put in parentheses, literally so, so you’ve got just those thirty pages in which nothing actually happens but there are descriptions of nothing happening and that’s the war for the Ramsay family. That always struck me as being very much the same as the Richardses.’

         
            *

         

         Magdalene College Roofs and Climbs was one of the first artefacts I requested to see the morning I arrived at the college, together with the pair’s collected passports because I knew they’d be a graphic record of their travels. I suspected the diaries would take time to assimilate, to develop an eye for the handwriting – at first glance both hands looked similar, Dorothea’s a spindly knotted script, Ivor’s slightly more scratchy. Dr Luckett’s revelation that they’d shared diary duties identified a possible future problem. I’d need to familiarise myself with their chirography, so I asked for a couple of diaries too, almost at random; an early one, a later one, 1928 – ‘The Great Year’ as Dorothy described it in Climbing Days …
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               Passport photographs, c.1931 (Pilley Family archive)

            

         

         I began to read, sat alone in the Old Library. It was quite hard going and I stumbled through a few months, tripping on the closely-packed script. As I read, I felt the world outside retreat in the vacuum of the books tiered ten high about me. Drawing the unseen ceiling up, the weight of the room bearing down.

         I read several months of one, then put it aside and began to look at another, aware that I didn’t have a plan. The pages did not smell old, as I’d expected, and something about the uniformity of the diaries, each bound in black leather with the year on the front, gave them an ageless quality. The pages turned crisply; touching them, I felt the line-braille emboss of Dorothea’s pen. Her day-to-day thoughts caught up, set down.

         But eventually, conscious that the diary wasn’t of this place – out of context here, neither written for this room nor for me to read piecemeal but a private journal of Dorothea’s everyday – I closed the books and slid the pile of passports over, a thick stack tied with black ribbon.

         One in Dorothea’s name was dated ‘31. Dec 26 HONOLULU’ – the day of her marriage to Ivor. Royal blue, gold crest, dog-eared, buffed and worn with wanderlust. The photograph inside shows her washed out in bright light with pageboy hair and a white dress accentuating her neckline. ‘CANCELLED’ is written in red ink across the previous page, four purple stamps, and then on into page upon page of foreign stamps, franks, signatures, coral papers, parchment, ‘H.B.M. Consulate Peking’, ‘LIETUVA’, ‘SUISSE’, ‘IMPERIAL JAPANESE LEGATION PEKING’; gummed emerald and burgundy tickets showing George V, debossed horses and coats of arms on fine-mesh watermarks, a red octagonal Chinese seal, impressed wax and ribbons. They had four passports each. One was renewed in 1955: ‘BRITISH CONSULATE GENERAL NEW YORK’. Another, Dorothea’s earliest, 1924, has a posed photograph, hand on her cheek, above a velvet cuff and sleeve of fabric-covered buttons. Her clothes are reminiscent of a naval rig, the picture debossed ‘FOREIGN OFFICE’ – a proud lion and unicorn covering her signature: ‘D. E. Pilley’. Set for travel. Egypt, Republiky Československá, vertical shupai and tategaki.

         Ivor’s final picture shows him squashed in a photo booth somewhere – the blinds the same colour and texture as his tie. How handsome he was in 1931. The most handsome I’ve seen him – Clark Kent-esque:

         
            
               
                  Profession: Lecturer

                  Place and date of birth: Sandbach, Cheshire / 26th February, 1893

                  Domicile: England

                  Height: 5 ft. 9 ¾ in.

                  Colour of eyes: Brown

                  Colour of hair: Brown

                  Special peculiarities: –

               

            

         

         Dorothea’s last passport lists her profession as ‘housewife’ in a hand not her own – the sepia picture to the right of this makes it clear she is not impressed. Even her steely cinnamon-bun hair bristles. ‘Swashbuckler’ clearly wasn’t an available option.

         Corners cut off, the passports act as light-speed flip-books of Dorothy and Ivor’s travelling lives. How they zoom back and forth across the globe but always forward in time, weathered and crumpling in twenty-year increments, faces flashing older, lived-in, corners worn.

         I’d stuttered through the diaries as the room’s edges flaked and fell away, the light of the large courtyard window frosting until all that existed were the desk and the delicate spidery pages before me. In the silence I’d become aware of myself, leant forward in a leather chair, peering gloomily, out of place. Time setting from sap to amber, my vision tunnelling down – a few dim blue-black words with Gs like Ss, Ts with their crosses flung ahead along the word … had there been a clock upon the wall the second hand would have creaked to a halt.

         The passports had let the life back in, they were portals out; gateways to mountains.

         The first chapter of this book ended with the promise of peaks but instead I’d gone to the flats and fens of Rye and Cambridge to discover more about the lives Dorothea and Ivor lived outside the sphere of Climbing Days. But, of course, I was finding it difficult to relate the fragments I was finding back to the mountain world. Everything felt rather flat.

         Writing a previous book, I’d spent time speaking with Judi Dench about acting and then visited the Old Vic theatre without her. There I felt a similar sense of anticlimax – none of which was the fault of the Old Vic, it was just I felt her absence keenly; the playhouse lacked a player. So it was here in Magdalene after the lively doings of Climbing Days. I felt marooned in a world shorn of verbs, and remembered with a smile how Dorothy wrote that Ivor used to post her sketch-maps of climbing routes and stratagems he’d dreamt up whilst marking essays or invigilating examinations – his mind similarly drawn back to exploits in Snowdonia, Skye and the Lakes.

         
            *

         

         This is not to say I disliked Cambridge. I was delighted to be working at Magdalene, staying in a corner room above and along from the Porter’s Lodge, overlooking the First Court’s four wide striped lawns surrounded by sixteenth-century monastic brick, whose modulating tones, differing styles and size of windows relate how the buildings have grown and been renewed since Magdalene’s inception as a modest Benedictine hostel. If I leant out of my window, I could see the formal hall, beyond, behind which stands the neoclassical, warm stone-fronted Pepys Library. Above the door of the formal hall is a tiered clock tower, indigo face set in the first of three square boxes which rise to be topped with a sharp lead spire.

         Outside the Old Library, stood in the court, sun on my face, I looked at the flower borders and thought of the 1912 diary I’d just left back inside, in which the eighteen-year-old Dorothea wrote of her struggle to convince her father to allow her to study horticulture instead of housewifery: ‘Rather dreading ride with Father for fear of interview about future career. It is so hard to decide definitely for the gardening with everybody against you.’10

         Hard to decide what you want to be when you’re young in an old world. Strange to think of Dorothea’s life archived in such a cloistered place, but wonderful that it was so preserved and cared for; wound up with Ivor in death as she was in life, although she never seems to have felt totally comfortable here.

         ‘Dorothea’s attitude to Cambridge was complex,’ writes Dr Luckett in his introduction to the Selected Letters: ‘a community where her husband was a lion was good but a community where she was a non-entity was bad; she enjoyed university ceremonial but loathed giving tea parties for dons’ wives; she was capable of interest in undergraduates but suspected that she bored them. On the whole she disliked the place.’11

         Above me the spindly college weathervane shivered on its ash lead witch’s hat.

         The windows in the belfry taper up – arched sets of glass in wooden frames. 
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               Imp recovery, Magdalene College, February 1915 (RCM)

            

         

         Along the roof, atop the ridge, are two Heath Robinson-style chimneys made of flue pipe crowned with busby turbines. Hulking, turning, creaking on the roof.

         The clock reads 10:45.

         
            *

         

         Ivor stands on the topmost pitch, leaning lightly on the spire; slightly slouched, looking down, a rope looped over his shoulder and down to a coil at his feet. The other end drops down the belfry tiers to a man frozen mid-dash, flailing to climb the clock house, coat tails swirling blurred. Running bow-legged, straddling the ridge to fling himself upon the lowest box. A mad crux of genuine urgency; an exposed point of real exertion, the very antithesis to Ivor’s relaxed stance above.

         Above both flies a bat-like puppet, strung up as a prank.

         The imp billows at the top of the shot, hung on the letter E. The lower man flaps and scrambles and between them, at the heart of the picture, the calm figure of Ivor draws the eye – fascinating for his stillness.

         
            *

         

         ‘[Richards] has been complained of by a policeman for climbing a chimney stack the other day,’ writes the Master of Magdalene, A. C. Benson, in his diary of 28 February 1915. ‘Dickens, Roxburgh,12 and Richards, three intellectuals, have signalised themselves by suspending a sort of dummy from the weathercock … It is a silly and impertinent thing for men, whose scholarships have been expressly prolonged, to do just now.’|| Nearly a fortnight later he’s still rumbling: ‘B. Dickens to lunch, gave him a piece of my mind about the Richards episode. I maintained that the men whom the College paid were not the men to rag.’

         All this is mentioned in I. A. Richards: His Life and Work – ‘lights out everywhere in expectation of a Zeppelin raid’ – but there Russo stops. He doesn’t mention that, having strung the cloth dummy up under cover of night, the guilty party returned in daylight hours to take it down – an exercise recorded in Magdalene College Roofs and Climbs.

         The whole show looks deadly in daylight. In blackout it must have been ridiculous – by which I mean scary: clambering out of a skylight or round the frame and gutter of a top-floor dormer onto the tiled roof, crawling up to sit on the ridge and then along, bent double, tensed to make no noise. The calendar for 1915 tells me there was a waning gibbous moon not far off full – lights out below, lights out everywhere, moonlight on the chilly tiles, a slight breeze, the courtyard yawning four floors below, hands pricked by cold sweat. Had they a rope? They must have had; the plan being ‘If I begin to slide off this side you jump over the other.’ Amazing how loud your heart becomes, the skitter of a stone dislodged by gym shoes or socks perhaps, the silent night sprung waiting like a trap. 
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               Imp recovery, Magdalene College, February 1915 (RCM)

            

         

         So then, up the boxes of the belfry, lead-covered box on box, first you then him – the third must have been keeping watch, leant out of the dormer to hiss warning. White-faced in the silver night. Everything illuminated strangely flat, rendered dreamlike, one dimension short but the drop is real enough. And then the spire, breath steaming. How very tall it is when stood beneath: twelve foot high, crimped lead sheet on a conical peak, the weathervane trembling, everything grey-white in the moon, the rope no help here. No, you have to hug the steeple. I’ll hug it and go … Right. So. Just stay there. Now. Up. Are you all right?
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               The imp, Magdalene College, February 1915 (RCM)

            

         

         Foot in stirrup palms, foot on a shoulder – the black cloth imp about his neck, riding up to its perch. Clinging to the spire, digging his insteps into the lead, ‘greatly venturing’, as Dorothea would later write of a similar initiation.

         And all around him Cambridge, the first of two, spread out luminescent, mild and unsettled below the silver sky.

         A moment of absolute stillness as his fingers fight, fight to tie it. Holding his breath. The boy below’s face facing in, inches from the steeple, feeling the taut boot on his shoulder tremble as the one above ties the imp fast about the E of East.

         Then down, done; the spindle like a slide. Fast movements after the drawn-out tension. A surge of relief but celebration can wait. Now to retreat back down and off, scrabbling towards the third face. Bright as a landing light in the dark. 

         
            *

         

         Ghosts. Not just in my imagination either; the ghosts are there in Magdalene College Roofs and Climbs, where several of the photographs are double exposures – posed shots taken after the imp’s recovery, meshed with earlier scenes. Ivor is still stood high atop the spire, imp held aloft, but turn the picture ninety degrees left and there is A. C. Benson formally robed and white-moustached, standing with Ivor on his left and Roxburgh on his right. Clearly the master was not so apoplectic that he wouldn’t have his photograph taken the next day. Clearly not so appalled by the risks of the venture that he wouldn’t send the boys back up to get the thing down!

         As well as being in two places at once, Ivor is wearing a black beret, that most revolutionary of hats. It is a prelude to a later shot taken with Dorothea in the American Rockies in 1926, although that beret is grey;13 a cousin of this earlier beret perhaps, but it sets the pattern of hats and glasses that would follow for both him and Dorothea the rest of their climbing lives.

         I have a photograph of Ivor in Snowdonia titled ‘North Wales, 1917’. Pipe in mouth beneath a soft sunhat, edging along a ledge towards the camera wearing what appears to be a cream linen suit; dressed up as if for extreme beekeeping – the Man from Del Monte standing in for the Milk Tray Man. The suit and hat are so bizarre they distract from the issue that tissue-paper-lunged Ivor is climbing whilst smoking a pipe.

         And then there’s a later picture of Dorothea and Ivor having breakfast in the garden of one of the several houses around Bath which my father’s parents had. This one, the Ridge, was sat up on a hill. Boiled eggs on plates give a clue to the meal, the woolly lawn looks parched yet frosty.** It’s clearly an unusual event because there aren’t enough chairs – the dining room has been moved outside for the guests. The chair nearest the camera is empty because my grandfather, Derek, is behind the camera taking the shot. Around a table on the lawn sit my father, his brothers and their mother in the sun, with Ivor and Dorothea, who are wearing hats. The feeling is one of leave-taking. The hats are restless. The hats want to go. The hats make Ivor and Dorothea other in that they make them transitory, both of another time and, shortly, of another place. They are not staying. They are visitors in hats and at this point in their photographed lives the same hats begin to recur. It is no longer the case of a beret like another beret, the hats have fixed themselves as if both have been looking for the right hat all their lives and now, having found that hat, they’re going to wear it.

         First they found each other, then they found their hats.

         Ivor’s lends him an American air, as if he’s stepped out of a John Cheever novel. Dorothea’s looks like she cadged it off an angler, a scuffed wax bonnet that crops up in Switzerland, Skye, Massachusetts – wherever she went, it went too: an unapologetically mad hat with a story. A hat which begs a question, the answer to which was probably ‘I beg your pardon?’ followed by a stony glare. We’ll meet it again later on in this book.††

         

         Young Simon David, sat to the left of Dorothea, sporting a haircut which looks like it involved sheep clippers and a mixing bowl, stares at the pair, caught mid-munch; the stare is unabashed; the open incredulity of ‘What is going on?’ My father, similarly occupied with toast, perched up on a side table in lieu of a chair, regards the scene with the wise sad face of one who knows that something ineffably peculiar is afoot.

         Looking at my father with the toast, I see that he still makes the same motion when eating and thinking, that slight pause as he changes mental gear from thought to fork … just as he tends to keep his coat on indoors until my mother tells him to take it off; and just as my gestures are mirrors of his and he his father, the way we hold our hands; which brings me back to ghosts, of course; ghosts and apparitions.

         Another palimpsest picture in the 1915 Magdalene imp series shows three boys emerging from the velveteen body of the button-eyed imp. Ivor appears cradling the lolling bugbear which takes his place as a mirrored image. Ghosting there and there.14

         In a final picture, two sets of brothers; my father, Simon David and Michael stand in front of Ivor, Kenneth and George. A smiling line of thick wool suits in various earthy hues behind a beaming row of shirts under jumpers and high-waisted shorts.

         Ivor’s white hair blends into the pale sky. Kenneth stands in the centre, a country doctor who served in a field hospital at the front before starting a practice near Westbury, and next to him, George, a Royal Engineer who fought in the trenches, was awarded the Military Cross and mentioned in dispatches before returning home to become a horticulturalist and celebrated nurseryman:
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               Two sets of three brothers. The Ridge, Ashton Hill, Corston c.1962 (Derek Richards)

            

         

         
            Sec. Lt. (temp. Capt.) George Eustace Armstrong RICHARDS, R.E.

            For conspicuous gallantry during operations. He carried out several reconnaissances under heavy fire, and, with a party of sappers, put a newly-captured position into a state of defence under heavy fire.15

         

         My father remembers George, lost in thought at the end of his life, talking of ‘a Highlander trapped in the wire’. Always that same image. Over and over.

         Unimaginable things. Horrors unspoken which disfigured a generation, within and without. Ivor spared by fluke of illness. Did they talk about it? I don’t know. I can’t find anything directly related in the Magdalene archives.

         ‘I didn’t probe at all,’ Dr Luckett told me when I asked. ‘Ivor was a friend of great interest to me but … whilst I might have asked about Cambridge English I’d never have probed about the war.’

         Looking at the pictures in Magdalene College Roofs and Climbs again, I find Benson’s appearance particularly affecting. As well as tutoring Ivor in literature and essay-writing he seems to have taken a fatherly interest and his diaries show him warming to the young man, full of praise and encouragement.‡‡ Now here he stands in a Cambridge emptied out – overseeing the dismantling of a weathercock rag doll, a childish stunt by one of his ‘ablest men’, exempted by twist of fate. There’s a bittersweetness to the scene, a pathos – an element of benediction to good-humoured disobedience – but the spectre of France looms over all.16

         
            *

         

         The same spire, eight years later. 19 November 1923. Ivor is again out on a limb, on the cusp of something dangerous and revolutionary, although he hardly suspects. He sits in Magdalene Hall, below the belfry weathercock – ‘that gold and brown place with stairs going out of it, with coats of arms in the windows, and banners hanging from the roof’ – writing Dorothea a letter whilst invigilating an exam: ‘Beneath at the table are the victims. Beginning to show signs of desperation. Some of them horribly haggard. Some writing like nuisances, what a lot of rot. I shall have to read through this. Oh Alack! Woe’s me.’ 

         ‘The victims’ were occupied with the College’s Davidson Prize, an annual award for ‘an essay on a literary subject’. A month earlier, A. C. Benson noted in his diary that, over dinner, Ivor had suggested a good examination for English students would be ‘to print five extracts of poetry and prose, with no clue as to author and date, and containing one really worthless piece – and ask for comments and opinion’.17

         The Davidson Prize provided the first chance to try the experiment out. John Constable notes in his introduction to the recent Routledge reissue of Practical Criticism that, although not yet a college Fellow, Ivor was already responsible for the setting and marking of the prize.18 So on that November afternoon he sits supervising the candidates in the first Practical Criticism exam, the great invention that would go so far to make his name and reputation, writing to Dorothea.

         He is depressed, he tells her. Magdalene is nearly too much. He looks down at a baker’s dozen of candidates and wonders whether, had such an exam been mooted or placed before him in his time, he’d have engaged or have refused.

         
            Some of ’em must by now hate me. Most of them I’ve never seen before. They have seen me of course. What exactly they think I am and what doing now I don’t know. Such sighs resounding in the chamber! (I couldn’t make up my mind about anything ever in this place or such a place. It smells of dead thoughts, a hellish stink.)

         

         ‘What am I doing here?’ he asks her. ‘It’s an educational institution: one of the best in the land no doubt. But I don’t touch it and it doesn’t touch me.’

         In essence he’s going to tell Magdalene to stuff it and pack himself off to a place he can think and work, but first he has to invigilate this prize exam.

         ‘Oh poor people before me, you don’t know how I pity you!’ he tells Dorothea and the room at large. ‘Still they scribble down below. Mountains and reams of crabbed writing to read over. How I’m to decide, I don’t know.’19

         It’s an extraordinary letter. A sketch plan drawn on the original shows Ivor as a scribble, sat alone at the front of the hall whilst ten other scribbles wrestle with the problem he’s set, which, doubtful and disparaging as he sounds, would change the course of his life; comparable to the night in 1919 when, without a job and on his uppers, he went to see Mansfield Forbes of Clare College with the intention of quitting Cambridge to become a mountain guide in Scotland. On both occasions his luck was in.

         Arriving at Forbes’ rooms with ‘a sheaf of letters and applications’ in hope that the latter’s Hebridean connections might help secure him a post on Skye, ‘the conversation turned from the mountains of the Lake District to Wordsworth’s Prelude. After two hours, Forbes put all his notes and Richards’ letters in the fire and offered him a job teaching English as a “freelance” or “recognised lecturer”.’20

         The series of lectures on the contemporary novel which followed made a tremendous impact, not just on undergraduates of the time but on Cambridge English as a whole, Dr Luckett told me in Rye. They featured works by Lawrence, Hardy, Joyce and Conrad§§ – although, of these, he thought Conrad was really the nearest to Ivor’s own interest:

         ‘You see, he was very aware on the contemporary [literary] scene, as well as being alert to the work of Eliot, Pound and people like F. S. Flint; he was very much involved but then he shifted – because his marriage involved a tremendous shift to America – you could almost think of it as comparable to the way the Auden anthologies have come out; The English Auden then The Later Auden, in other words The American Auden. I think you can almost make a division like that with Richards. The wonderful Collected Edition of Richards by John Constable, which I can’t praise too much, that’s all The English Richards.21

         

         ‘But, as I say, I think the shift probably happened with his marriage because, after all, he chased Dorothea. She went to Canada and he followed, and that’s the most extraordinary story, not for nothing was Ivor in later life obsessed with Don Quixote. It was the most Quixotian thing and in Magdalene there are what are called in the catalogue the sixty-page letter: from Dorothea to Ivor explaining why she couldn’t marry him, and forty-page letter: a later letter saying exactly the same thing … and then they married.’22

         John Constable’s introductions to the different books of I. A. Richards: Selected Works 1919–1938 are superbly engaging, perhaps because he spent so much time reading and editing Ivor’s letters into book form before turning his attention to his work.

         His prologue to Practical Criticism (volume four of the ten which make up Selected Works 1919–1938) begins with the letter quoted above – the first time Ivor had experimented with ‘unsigned’ pieces, as he called it then – Practical Criticism as it would become known.

         The results of the test were dramatic. The day after Ivor wrote to Dorothea again:

         
            ‘Oh Strange, beyond report, thought or belief’, all the candidates for my prize with only one exception prefer Mrs Wilcox to Landor, Hopkins, Belloc, De Quincey, and Jeremy Taylor at their very best! I’m nearly ill with laughter at their opinions. Aching. – But what a state of things! – and the pick of the College unquestionably. Where are we and what am I doing? Who lecturing to? Why do I feel, not salved but exhilarated by the discovery. I feel as though I had just read Candide again. Alive to the real world and remarkably hungry.23

         

         The Davidson prize essays had re-energised Richards, writes Constable, changing and charging his interest in Cambridge, renewing his sense of purpose: ‘Here was something he could actually do for his students, here was an explanation of the falsity of the would-be-professionalism of the literary men: the reading public, perhaps many of the men of letters themselves, were barely able to distinguish the worthless from the valuable in their reading.’¶¶

         
            *

         

         Back in my Magdalene corner room, I open Practical Criticism and begin to read it with an eye on utility. Throughout Climbing Days Ivor’s practicality is noted – be it treating injuries or recognising symptoms of shock, doling out Brand’s Essence of Beef or mixing up concoctions of jam and snow to boost Dorothea’s blood sugar levels, discovering paths, discerning routes, or planning future sallies when away from the rocks. His expedience exemplified by the four-yard silk scarf he always carries in the mountains ‘to meet all emergencies’ – such as the disappearance of the seat of one’s breeches during a glissading descent.

         ‘Good craftsmanship was at the heart of his delight in mountaineering, particularly in the Alps where so many different skills combine,’ wrote Katharine Chorley in Ivor’s Alpine Journal obituary. ‘A well-made snowstep deserved to be respected like a well-made poem.’|||| 

         His work was ‘directed to action’, writes Dr Luckett in Selected Letters, whether it was teaching Cambridge undergraduates ‘to read in such a way that they did not prefer Woodbine Willy to Hopkins, or Chinese students to speak English in the hope that this might contribute to world peace’.*** One of the main reasons he disliked history so much was that there was nothing that could be done about it now.

         Fundamentally, he was an inventor. Sat in Magdalene, that statement made a sense it hadn’t previously. It struck me how inventive he was, and how lucky to have had the support of people like Benson and Forbes. He took quite astonishing risks – controlled, managed risks perhaps – but it was a truly revolutionary act to teach from an egalitarian baseline of a naked text rather than the privileged position of accepted prestige and established authorial credentials within an institution like Cambridge. There’s a brilliant insouciance to it all.

         Ivor began teaching Practical Criticism in October 1925. The lectures lasted eight weeks. He opened the series with these words to his audience:

         
            This course is an experiment. I’m going to spend most of this hour explaining what it is the experiment might do and what the conditions are, and in imploring you to follow the conditions. [It is an] attempt to do something which so far as I know has not been tried before. That being so it’s very likely to go wrong. Both you and I shall try to do [something] new.24 

         

         ‘He rushes forward, as if some gap had opened on the future’, wrote Frank Kermode of Ivor. ‘We shall never, I think, have a true sense of the man unless we understand this gay calculated audacity.’†††

         A perfect description of climbing; gay calculated audacity – a cord between his writing and climbing, a link too to Dorothea, whose inclination was similarly adventurous. When Ivor travelled to China between the wars to teach, perfect and promote Basic English, an 850-word version of English developed in Cambridge with the linguist C. K. Ogden, Dorothea went with him – indeed, she was there when she started to write Climbing Days, as she notes in her preface – ‘I began this book in China, being homesick for European hills.’‡‡‡ 

         

         
            *

         

         Next morning I walked around the college perimeter to look at Wentworth House, the house where the pair lived for so many years. Viewed across Chesterton Road, a late eighteenth-century detached Georgian house the colour of condensed milk, it looked the sort of place where comfort is sought in gothic novels, pitched up by the Cam. Slightly lopsided, but difficult to explain exactly how – the jaunty wooden cornice is only the start. It looks like a great many attempts have been made to spruce and fix up the property which have actually only exacerbated its naturally mouldering manner. There’s something in its face that’s … sardonic.

         Behind it, willows parade down to the river along which, to the right, stands Magdalene College and the Pepys Library, where Dr Luckett used to live. I imagine him lying awake each morning wondering what Dorothean set piece might befall him that day.

         In 1974, when Ivor was eighty-one and Dorothea eighty, they decided to move back from Harvard – Cambridge, Massachusetts to Cambridge, England – and endow a fellowship at Magdalene, ‘a very expensive thing to do’, in return for which they got the lifelong leasehold of Wentworth House. This is where they lived, their last four and a bit years together, Dorothea living alone there after Ivor died until 1986, still ferociously independent and determined to do what she wanted. It looks a big house for a lady on her own but then I remember she had lodgers upstairs – I pondered what Dorothea would be like as a landlady and I’m afraid, in that moment, the image of Maggie Smith as Miss Shepherd in The Lady in the Van clanked through my mind.

         Standing in front of the house I thought of Richard beside his harpsichord in Rye – in 1974 he would have been a few years older than I am now, unmarried, living alone in Magdalene, beset by a furiously dissident octogenarian whilst all the while trying to study for a music history PhD.

         ‘I mean, one could only admire her spirit,’ he’d told me, ‘but it meant that she would try and do the most tremendously impractical things. I would see her daily, try to make practical arrangements. I was not quite sure what I was doing.’

         He related how, when Ivor died, a makeshift committee of Ladies’ Alpine Club members was assembled. ‘They got together and took it upon themselves to look after Dorothea and then they found that they really couldn’t manage, chiefly because they were in London and Dorothea was in Cambridge “being Dorothea”. So I had a letter from Janet [Adam Smith] that said, “Okay. Right, well, sorry; over to you!”’

         I’d asked him if Dorothea had always been financially independent as well as so personally … mercurial and he had said, yes, that had always been so.

         ‘And that’s important, I think, in accounting for the relationship which you’re discovering and describing. Once you’ve grasped that there was complete financial independence it makes a lot more sense. Ivor was a university teaching professor at Harvard with a good income, a good pension when he finally decided to retire, but Dorothea’s money, the inherited money, that was her money … and that was what she left to Magdalene. I was their executor and I remember – I don’t know whether any of this came down to you – packing up pathetic little things, you know, objects, penknives and so on, so that people in the Richards family could have something.

         But the entire … it was about £1.8 million went to Magdalene, and it could have been far more had Ivor retained his copyrights; but he didn’t, he gave them to Harvard.’

         This was quite a lot of new information to me. I think I must have stared at Richard rather, made a funny face at least, or turned the colour of Wentworth House, because at that point on the tape he asks if I’m alright and offers me a fresh cup of tea.

         
            *

         

         I didn’t climb any belfries whilst at Magdalene, tempted as I was. My room had a window onto the roof and one night I walked around the college environs noting possible routes up to beckoning cornices, drainpipes and porches … but no, I didn’t chance my arm. My feet remained down on the ground.

         A couple of weeks after my trip to Cambridge, sat eating rhubarb crumble in a Norfolk bouldering centre cafe, I ponder the gymnastics and elegance of climbing at close quarters. I watch the stringy student types with bungee muscles hidden under army surplus jumpers; the hulk-armed, pecs-and-singlet pull-up merchants who hardly use their feet; the girl who spends an hour trying to crack one route, those who flash up a route first time, them that buzz from pitch to pitch apparently at random. The groups, the laughing beginners, the lone wolves who take it all a bit seriously – no matter who does it, when a problem is tackled well, the universe aligns for a moment, something clicks and the climber often seems to glide up with a mesmerising grace.

         Climbing in a bouldering centre is different from climbing outdoors. It’s usually warm and dry, there’s always something soft to land on and there’s often music playing. When you’re tired you can go to the cafe and eat rhubarb crumble; few of these things occur naturally in Portland or the gritstone of the Peak District. No, bouldering is more like vertical gymnastic chess. At its purest, trad climbing is a balance of strength and pathfinding trial-and-error against unmoved, indifferent elements. But the walls inside this industrial-estate hangar possess a subtly different cruelty because everybody knows that someone, some unseen dap-shoed Übermensch, has set and climbed each and every route here – some iron-fingered monster has mastered it – and the trouble is they’re possibly here in the room, unassuming, smiling, helping the novices, making suggestions. An awful thought.

         At times it felt like I was climbing in a fishbowl, deficiencies laid bare, but luckily it seems that everyone feels this at some level because at one point, unexpectedly, the music stopped and almost every climber froze then looked around, spell broken, zone dispersed. Several dismounted, puzzled. ‘What’s going on?’ one asked. Music was a safety net. Without it the exposure became unbearable.

         W. R. Neate, in his book Mountaineering and Its Literature, places such things under the heading ‘Simulation’ and explains how the great demand for outdoor pursuits after 1945 led to the development of artificial climbing walls. ‘The first in Britain was constructed with concrete flanges and ledges’ and the best example of this type is at Liverpool University, he tells us. But another form is the sport of wall or roof climbing. This is ‘stegophily’, more commonly known as ‘buildering’ – although I can’t imagine I.A.R or D.E.P. ever calling it that.25

         Geoffrey Winthrop Young – who we’ll meet more fully in the next chapter – published The Roof-climbers’ Guide to Trinity in 1899, a book which details his adventures on the cupolas, gambrels and gables of Cambridge colleges in the years before Ivor took up the challenge. A humorous history, Young’s Roof-climbers’ Guide is none the less very practical, with hand-drawn maps and diagrams, and still in print; hopefully because it’s still used as a manual and inspiration. Such roof climbing as he describes, Young writes, stems ‘of enormous antiquity, possessing extensive history and a literature that includes the greatest verse and prose writers of all ages’.

         More recently the urban explorer Katherine Rundell, writing in the London Review of Books, described how she fell in love with night climbing, a love which began when she was an undergrad at Oxford, ‘crawling out of windows and up drainpipes’ with a few friends –

         
            Oxford can be an uneasy place for teenagers not reared on self-belief and champagne, and it was emboldening to walk it from above; the closest you could get to conquering the city. But it was more than that; I have always loved to be up high, and I have always loved the electricity it puts in the blood …

            Night climbing, when it goes well, works on the joy of quick and necessary decisions, on improvising in the two seconds in which your stomach and brain are in conflict. It is unmooring your sense of fear and self-preservation from your sense of hope and danger and adventure. There are moments that can’t be replicated anywhere else; nowhere at ground level offers the same pleasures as sitting with your back against chimney pots, or walking the apex of a rooftop, or looking down on the Tetris pattern of masters’ gardens and college quads.26

         

         I’m sure such feelings were the reason Ivor buildered rather than bouldered; the fact it dealt in the realm of the real and set a figure within landscape to some purpose – architonic rather than tec- – a necessarily secret urbex pursuit,§§§ testing himself in the dark. Self-contained, thrilling and truly frightening – no simulation there. I can understand that need, that love, that sense of quest – his mortality in his own hands, for once. As with so much of his life and work, he went out seeking fresh perspectives on the supposedly solid and familiar.¶¶¶

         Famous as the first to climb Napes Needle on Great Gable in 1886, Walter Parry Haskett-Smith is often credited as being the ‘Father of Rock Climbing’ – one of the first to advocate and pursue climbing ‘as a sport in its own right, as opposed to a necessary evil undergone by mountaineers en route to a summit’. However, Haskett-Smith thought that climbing ought to be to some purpose, a journey or route to an end, and he poked fun at the emergence and enthusiasm for bouldering in his 1894 book Climbing in the British Isles, describing Bear Rock on Great Gable as ‘a queerly-shaped rock on Great Napes, which in the middle of March, 1889 was gravely attacked by a large party comprising some five or six of the strongest climbers in England. It is a little difficult to find, especially in seasons when the grass is at all long.’ Alan Hankinson, The First Tigers, J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd, 1972. For more on buildering and the Napes Needle see the ‘Lake District’ chapter of this book. 

         Dorothy’s introduction to such climbing, or ‘stunts’ as she calls them in Climbing Days,27 was more public and occurred on the famous Barn Door at the Wastwater Hotel (now the Wasdale Head Inn) in the Lake District. A classic rite of passage since Victorian times, the aim was to ascend to the first floor of a stable building by means of its rough stone walls.

         Harry Griffin detailed the challenge in his book The Coniston Tigers: ‘Outside the hotel, in the inn-yard, was the Stable Door (or Barn Door) Traverse – quite a gymnastic feat. You had to climb up the slabs on the right hand side of the wall and then make a delicate traverse, on very poor holds, into the open door about ten feet above the ground.’28 The pictures I’ve seen of the route being attempted show seconds below in catching positions, a climbing slip cordon.

         Dorothy’s success on the route is recalled with particular joy in Climbing Days since it coincided with another moment of her ascension:

         
            Easter Club meets at Wasdale … how I remember the moment when burly, indomitable Philip S. Minor, then President of the Fell and Rock,|||||| told me at Burnthwaite that I might become a Member. We were all doing traverses of the Barn Door and I had just fallen off! Enheartened by this news I tried again and succeeded with flying colours.29

         

         
            *

         

         As I was leaving Dr Luckett’s house, he shook me by the hand. ‘I think you’re in for a great adventure,’ he told me. ‘The essence of Ivor and Dorothea’s relationship was climbing. Dorothea was always at pains to say that they did not come up two sides of Tryfan, encounter each other at the top and immediately fall in love.’

         En route home from Rye I’d pictured Dorothea mischievously stirring that myth, fiercely denying it all the while, and now I’d found Ivor climbing on Magdalene’s roofs and belfry turret before setting his mind to a comparably anarchic revolution within its walls.

         In light of these trips I wanted to put those images together and explore somewhere the pair were more completely at home; somewhere they were on an equal footing; somewhere more intrinsically Dorothean; somewhere she was principally the climber ‘Pilley’ rather than the academic’s wife, Mrs I. A. Richards; because, for all the work Ivor did in Cambridge, it seemed to me that both he and Dorothea spent a lot of a time there trying to break out.

         
            Notes

            1 I. A. Richards, Selected Letters of I. A. Richards, ed. John Constable, Clarendon, Oxford, 1990.

            2 Author interview with Dr Richard Luckett, Rye, June 2013.

            3 John Paul Russo, I. A. Richards: His Life and Work, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1989, p. 35.

            4 In the biographical register which fronts Selected Letters of I. A. Richards (Clarendon, Oxford, 1990), editor John Constable introduces Russo as the author of ‘the standard account of Richards’ intellectual development’.

            5 ‘On her birth certificate and her publications, her name is given as Dorothy. She preferred Dorothea and Richards called her by that name.’ Russo, I. A. Richards, p. 700, endnote 59.

            6 Russo, I. A. Richards, p. 48.

            7 K. E. Garay, ‘The Search for the Meaning of Meaning’, Russell: The Journal of Bertrand Russell Studies, Winter 1990–1 (Reviews), McMaster University, Ontario, Canada. Reprinted with permission.

            8 Russo, I. A. Richards, p. 17.

            9 John Haffenden, William Empson, Vol. I: Among the Mandarins, OUP, Oxford, 2005

            10 Dorothy Pilley, Diary, 13 September 1912, RCM.

            11 Dr Richard Luckett’s introduction to Selected Letters of I. A. Richards, p. xv.

            12 James Roxburgh (1892–1974) was Richards’ ‘closest friend at Magdalene’ (see Russo, I. A. Richards, p. xx). In 1954 Roxburgh was knighted for distinguished service as judge on the Calcutta bench. In an unpublished obituary (1974) Richards wrote that Plato’s remark that the only good reason for a person’s holding office was to prevent a less capable one from holding it, and Socrates’ belief that the Good holds everything together, often reminded him of Roxburgh. – Russo, I. A. Richards, p. 692. A. C. Benson, Diary, 28 February, 4 and 15 March 1915, Magdalene College, Cambridge.

            13 I.A.R. and D.E.P. in the Rockies, 1926 (Photo by Ray-Bell Films, Minneapolis). Dorothy Pilley, Climbing Days, G. Bell & Sons, London, 1935, facing p. 82.

            14 A letter from Sir James Roxburgh to Dorothea in the Magdalene archive, dated 15 September 1964, reveals that the photographs of the imp’s recovery in Magdalene College Roofs & Climbs ‘were taken by one Matlock, since deceased’. In his essay ‘Magdalene College Cambridge and the First World War’, historian Ged Martin recalls a conversation with Roxburgh at Magdalene a few years later, around 1970, within earshot of the famous belfry: ‘Some dons regarded the earliest cohort in the reunion cycle, informally known as “1485 to 1923”, as hard work, and junior Fellows were brought in to make up a home team. Thus I found myself, on a summer evening, drinking sherry in the College Garden and talking to Sir James Roxburgh. Upon discovering that he had been a judge in India, I tried a conversational ranging shot and asked if he had ever come across Gandhi. “Come across him?” came the reply. “I fined him one rupee!” This had been part of a Raj strategy to make light of the 1931 civil disobedience campaign.’ Cf. The Times, 16 February 1974.

    Martin’s essay is enlightening in many ways but particularly regarding A. C. Benson and the individual stories of the college men who served. Ivor’s name appears as a surprise inclusion in a paragraph discussing the Magdalene College Magazine’s ‘war list’: ‘The College list was eclectic in its definition of service, for instance including two old members who worked with the YMCA. “Somewhere in Flanders” was a YMCA centre called, with the permission of the Master, “Magdalene”. Located in a cellar – everything above ground in the village had been destroyed – “Magdalene” provided free hot cocoa, a warm fire and reading matter. Second Lieutenant Arthur S. Macpherson of the Labour Corps appealed for reading matter – cheap editions of the classics, novels and magazines. Also included in the Magdalene list was I. A. Richards, later one of the College’s most notable intellectuals, who suffered from tuberculosis, but qualified thanks to his service in the Inquiry Bureau at a military hospital [in Bristol] – an episode omitted from standard accounts of his life.’ Ged Martin, ‘Magdalene College Cambridge and the First World War’, April 2014, gedmartin.net. Reprinted with permission.

            15 Supplement to the London Gazette, 22 September 1916. I later discovered from my great uncle, David Richards, that Kenneth was also awarded the MC, indeed the MC with Bar, for his service on the Western Front: ‘T./Capt. (A./Maj.) William Kenneth Armstrong Richards, M.C., R.A.M.C., attend. 55th Fd. Amb. For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He followed up an attack under very heavy fire and organised and carried out the evacuation of the wounded during several days’ operations with the greatest courage and skill. (M.C. gazetted 4th June, 1917.)’ (Supplement to the London Gazette, 2 December 1918.)

    ‘Father told me that the King awarded him the first MC at Buckingham Palace – “May I congratulate you?” he asked – and the Duke of Gloucester the second, which took place in Bratton marketplace, Westbury.’ (David Richards, speaking to the author, November 2016). Bars were awarded to the MC in recognition of the performance of further acts of gallantry meriting the award.

            16 A liberal reformer, Benson had signed a Cambridge neutrality manifesto in the days before war was declared as well as being an early supporter of suffrage and Votes for Women. See The Times, 23 March 1909. Again, I’m grateful to Ged Martin for his research and scholarship: ‘The European crisis seemed caught in a curiously slow-motion phase throughout July [1914]. It was not until the beginning of August that the German intention to invade Belgium became apparent, and Britain faced the decision whether to go to war. Two days earlier, Benson had privately deplored the “awful fatality” about the process: “it seems as if we might be plunged in war for simply nothing at all”. He signed his name to a manifesto from Cambridge dons, published on 3 August, which expressed “their conviction of the supreme importance of preserving England’s neutrality in the existing situation, considering that at the present juncture no vital interest of this country is endangered, such as would justify our participation in a war”. This is a startling declaration, all the more so coming from the author of “Land of Hope and Glory”, with its imperialistic invocation: ‘Wider still and wider / Shall thy bounds be set.’ … It can be surprising to realise that, within his admittedly narrow world, Benson was a radical reformer, for instance sardonic in his lampooning of the merits of forcing schoolboys to learn Greek. Even so, Benson as pacifist comes as something of a shock … [and] it remains remarkable that Magdalene was not swept by the bellicose patriotism that historical caricature might have predicted … In most cases, principled pacifism collapsed under the pressure of events. Even before the Cambridge neutrality manifesto appeared in the newspapers, Benson reflected, “we can’t avoid war if France is invaded – it would be neither honourable nor prudent”. “I’m not a Pacifist any more,” he wrote after war was declared on 4 August – receiving the news after an afternoon cycle ride. “I think our intervention now more a police intervention, to preserve and unprovoking nation against gross bullying.”’ Ged Martin, ‘Magdalene College Cambridge and the First World War’, April 2014, gedmartin.net.

            17 A. C. Benson, Diary, 13 October 1923, Magdalene College, Cambridge.

            18 I. A. Richards, Selected Works 1919–1938 – Volume 4. Practical Criticism (1929), ed. John Constable, Routledge, London, 2001.

            19 I.A.R. to D.E.P., 19 November 1923, RCM.

            20 Russo, I. A. Richards, pp. 65–6.

            21 I. A. Richards, Selected Works 1919–1938, ed. John Constable, Routledge, 10 vols.

            22 Author interview with Dr Richard Luckett, Rye, June 2013.

            23 I.A.R. to D.E.P., 20 November 1923, RCM.

            24 Richards: Selected Works, Volume 4. Practical Criticism (1929), p. xi.

            25 W. R. Neate, Mountaineering and Its Literature, Cicerone, Cumbria, 1978, p. 43.

            26 Katherine Rundell, ‘Diary’, LRB, vol. 37, no. 8 (23 April 2015).

            

            27 Pilley, Climbing Days, p. 79.

            28 A. Harry Griffin, The Coniston Tigers, Sigma Leisure, Wilmslow, 1999. We’ll meet this scene again in the ‘Lake District’ chapter.

            29 Pilley, Climbing Days, p. 79.

         

         
            * Richard went on to say that the missing items are currently in New York with the chap, Simonson, who led the expedition: ‘He did return the letters but he didn’t grasp that the rest of the things were not his property but the Mallory family’s so, unfortunately, we haven’t been able to get them back; though they’re technically Mallory property and the Mallorys have given them to Magdalene. It’s a sorry story …’

            † A couple of months after this chapter was written my father remembered an incident when Dorothea threw several pieces of toast out of a window one breakfast-time. Her objection was that my grandmother made such shatteringly brittle Aga toast that she found it inedible but, rather than flag the issue, Dorothea began to surreptitiously fling it out a nearby window, giggling to herself. Problem solved. ‘To be fair to Dorothea, it was awful,’ confirmed my mother. ‘As soon as you approached it with a buttered knife, it shattered into splinters.’

            ‡ Frank Kermode has written that Ivor ‘liked best to start a book and then, writing with great speed, find out what the book wanted to be’. When I discovered that, I determined to do likewise, albeit slower. Frank Kermode, ‘Educating the Planet’, London Review of Books, vol. 2, no. 5 (20 March 1980).

            § I was later to discover exactly what Dorothy thought of it when I listened to a tape-recorded conversation she had with her nephew, Anthony, in Cambridge in 1985: ‘I’m having a terrible amount of correspondence with people who want to come and visit Magdalene and see the manuscripts about Ivor and then his student, Jean-Paul [sic] Russo, who’s written an autobiography, which is now going to be published by Kegan Paul; he’s worked on it for five years and it’s been very hard work … And he’s done the thing that I think one should never do, as an old journalist, and that’s give them much more material than they can use, so that’s the question, should they cut it, or should he cut it? And he wrote and told me he’s sending 750 pages, seven hundred and fifty! And he thinks there’s going to be about a thousand, which is a ridiculous length – a sort of whole history of English. Ivor didn’t want him to put in mountaineering and all of that and I’m sorry now that I stopped Ivor doing a most amusing thing on adventures. He wrote about three chapters. He was always against it and I sort of agreed. But I’m very sorry now he didn’t, because all those adventures you know, as I get older they get more and more like faded photographs.’

            ¶ Desmond Wilkinson Llewelyn (1914–99) was a Welsh actor who played Q in seventeen James Bond films between 1963 and 1999.

            || Ivor’s £20 exhibition had been extended a year on account of his absence from Cambridge in 1912–13.

            ** My father has covered the photograph’s reverse in scribbled notes:

Photo taken in the garden of The Ridge, Ashton Hill, Corston. Taken by Derek Armstrong Richards. Mum with her back to us.

Uncle Ivor & Aunt Dorothea about 1962.

The day after this I jumped in the water butt bush which hurt a lot. The thorns did not come out for ages.

Me on the right. Michael behind mum and Simon David looking at I.A.R.

            †† My mother’s Scottish grandmother, Margret Greenland, was also famous for wearing a hat but she wore hers whilst she did the housework so that, should anyone come to the door, she could claim that she was ‘just on her way out’ and so not have to invite them in. She was a great exponent of ‘You’ll have had your tea’ as well, I’m told, from earliest afternoon onwards.

            ‡‡ As opposed to the rather dim view he took of Ivor’s fellow undergraduate George Leigh Mallory: ‘Mallory and Richards to lunch – it was curious to see Richards who is very able, well-read, thoughtful and a delightful creature too, full of modesty, showing up so feebly as regarded conversation etc. by the side of the shallow-minded, pretentious, self-assured and yet entirely pleasant and nice Mallory.’ A. C. Benson, Diary, 17 March 1914, Magdalene College, Cambridge. See also Russo, I. A. Richards, p. 19.

            §§ Ivor famously deployed a line of Conrad’s to close a footnote to his article ‘A Background for Contemporary Poetry’ – ‘In the destructive element immerse.’ ‘To those familiar with Mr Eliot’s The Waste Land, my indebtedness to it at this point will be evident. He seems to me by this poem, to have performed two considerable services for this generation. He has given a perfect emotive description of a state of mind which is probably inevitable for a while to all those who most matter. Secondly, by effecting a complete severance between his poetry and all beliefs, and this without any weakening of the poetry, he has realised what might otherwise have remained largely a speculative possibility, and has shown the way to the only solution of these difficulties. “In the destructive element immerse. That is the way.”’ I. A. Richards, ‘A Background for Contemporary Poetry’, Criterion, vol. 3, no. 12 (July 1925).

   The fame of the footnote is such that I first discovered it during my A levels whilst studying The Waste Land – was taught it, in fact – then again at university. It was by means of this footnote that I discovered both the disparate heart of Eliot’s poem, the first steps on a path through the shattered world, and the work of Joseph Conrad, specifically Lord Jim. It was the first time I had come across I.A.R. in the classroom and the line has stayed with me ever since – In the destructive element immerse – a web of associations; I. A. Richards and T. S. Eliot, Conrad and Richards; Richards and school/university life, his life touching mine across time. And now, in this chapter, that quote again seems apt since it describes the connection of Richards and Pilley, their audacious lives in and outside Cambridge, in the destructive element immersed. That was their world, arena, common ground.

            ¶¶ Richards, Selected Works, Volume 4. Practical Criticism (1929), ed. Constable, p. ix. John Constable goes on to say that A. C. Benson, writing in his diary, remarked that the result was ‘most curious and interesting’, and wondered that the candidates showed ‘no critical faculty, no taste’, and were ‘taken in by a shoddy sonnet’, adding that ‘It shows how little our teaching trains discrimination.’ A. C. Benson, 19 November 1923, Magdalene College, Cambridge.

            |||| Katharine Chorley, ‘Ivor Armstrong Richards, CH (1893–1979)’, Alpine Journal, 1980 (see Appendix I, p. 339). ‘His talent for planning expeditions was of a high order and he and Dorothea made a remarkable team, picking up peak after peak, often traverses, as the seasons went by, mostly alone but sometimes with friends.’ In the same piece Dorothea is quoted – ‘He had great pleasure in telling his second (me) how to do an awkward move as though he were analysing a mathematical problem.’

            *** Dr Richard Luckett’s introduction to Selected Letters of I. A. Richards. In Rye, Dr Luckett had stressed this point: Ivor was an immensely practical person, to the extent that he’d even stepped into the breach to sort out John Pilley’s divorce – at the behest of Dorothea, he suspects.

            ††† In a wonderfully illuminating article (‘Educating the Planet’, LRB, vol. 2, no. 5, 20 March 1980), it is notable that Kermode also invokes the poem ‘Hope’ as a bridge of accord between worlds: ‘[W]e shall never, I think, have a true sense of the man unless we understand this gay calculated audacity. He rushes forward, as if some gap had opened on the future. He wrote Interpretation in Teaching, a difficult book of over four hundred pages, in six weeks, and in the leisure time of those same six weeks turned out the none too simple Philosophy of Rhetoric. To bring that off you cannot afford to make a cautious survey of the path before you dash down it. All you can hope for is that you are well enough programmed, or “taped”, as he used to say – that you have adequate “feed-forward”. And you must be very inventive. From The Meaning of Meaning on, Richards prodigally invented new terms; some, like the “Canon of Actuality” and the “Utraquist error” of Meaning, died young; others, like the “stock response” of Practical Criticism and the Tenor-Vehicle distinction of The Philosophy of Rhetoric, have stuck. All were expendable; what mattered was the forward movement. One thinks of the lines, addressed to Mrs Richards, which recall the descent of a glacier, the scrambling across innumerable half-hidden crevasses before being overtaken by darkness on the abrupt edge:

            
               At the stiff-frozen dawn

               When time had ceased to flow,

               – The glacier our unmade bed –

               I hear you through your yawn:

               ‘Leaping crevasses in the dark,

               That’s how to live!’ you said.

               No room in that to hedge;

               A razor’s edge of a remark.

            

            ‡‡‡ A note on Basic English – I’m afraid there isn’t very much about it in this book, although it was undoubtedly one of the main reasons for Dorothy and Ivor’s many visits to China, America and beyond. At the start of this project I had intended to travel to China to research the pair’s working and climbing lives there but the cost, together with the realisation that China, Basic English and much else of great biographical interest fell outside the scope of this book, precluded such a move.

   Dr Luckett described Basic English in my interview with him in Rye in 2013: ‘The essence of the invention was really the idea of a simplified English; [C. K.] Ogden dealt with the vocabulary, Richards did the grammar. It’s interesting, Ivor always said that he could have been a mathematician.’

   By the time of the publication of Basic English in 1935, Ivor had become ‘absolutely, totally involved with China’ as Dr Luckett put it, but the couple first visited China in 1929, after the period related in Climbing Days, which closes in ‘The Great Year’ of 1928. Ivor had an extraordinarily free hand at Magdalene, Dr Luckett told me, so much so that he was able to spend long periods in China and America and simply substitute his teaching: ‘As I say, there was always this distinction between the English Ivor and the American Ivor; and America was vital to him because of his concern for China – which was, I think, more a concern for China than it was a concern for Basic English, although I don’t think one could ever prove that … but he never showed much interest in Basic English in India, Basic English in South America or whatever; it was Basic English in China. Now, Ivor’s theory was that that was the biggest single ethnic population in the world and that they had proven gifts, extraordinary gifts, of comprehension, so if it were possible to teach Basic to China you’d be off on a world movement. Of course it never happened like that, and I say “of course” but the disappointment caused to Ivor by Churchill’s taking up Basic and then dropping it, being voted out of office, that disappointment was enormous and that emerges in the correspondence at Magdalene.’

   The genus, nature and impact of Basic English – both globally and to the person of I.A.R. – is expressed and explained with great clarity by John Paul Russo in I. A. Richards: His Life and Work. Rodney Koeneke’s Empires of the Mind: I. A. Richards and Basic English in China, 1929–1979 (Stanford University Press, 2003) provides a hugely readable, inspiring account of Basic English and Ivor’s time in China: ‘Koeneke considers Richards’s project in the light of current theories about imperialism: Did Basic English anticipate today’s multicultural aspirations for global exchange? Or did it advance new “empires of the mind” whose spoils are language and information? Ultimately, the history of Richards’s time in China offers a crucial window onto the postcolonial complexities of our own.’ – sup.org (reprinted by permission of Stanford University Press). I also recommend Frank Kermode’s London Review of Books essay ‘Educating the Planet’ (vol. 2, no. 5, 20 March 1980) as a brilliant, funny and lucid appraisal, and John Haffenden’s 2005 work, William Empson: Vol. I: Among the Mandarins (Oxford University Press, 2005).

            §§§ Urban exploration (often shortened as urbex or UE) is the exploration of man-made structures, most usually abandoned buildings, industrial constructions, ruins or hidden components of the man-made environment.
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