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Foreword


by Doug Scott



At a dinner for Cumbrian authors I found myself sitting next to local grandee Willie Whitelaw who began his speech with the announcement that he was a traditionalist and that he was proud of it. I have to say that I too share his sentiments, particularly when it comes to discovering how the mountaineers of old pursued their craft. So it will be no surprise that when Tony Smythe’s biography of his father Frank arrived I started to read with eager anticipation and hardly stopped reading until it was read.


Frank Smythe was the outstanding British climber during the inter-war period. He was not only revered by fellow climbers for the climbs he pioneered, but through film, radio, lectures and writing he was the best known climber nationwide. He, more than anyone, was responsible for educating the British public about mountaineering; Everest and Kangchenjunga became familiar beasts even before they were climbed at last in the 1950s.


I had forgotten what a fine writer Smythe was. And I had never fully appreciated the part he played in the development of Alpine and especially Himalayan climbing until I read this book. I suspect I had filed him away in my mind as the man who’d done a couple of new routes on Mont Blanc, had climbed Kamet, attempted Kangchenjunga and had gone a long way up Everest, and that was about it. Maybe I’d been side-tracked by his more romantic writings about spiritual and supernatural matters. So this book is timely. It is also well researched, helped by the privileged access to information available only to a family member. And it’s well written with the authority of a committed climber; Tony, like his father climbed hard at home and abroad in all seasons with a variety of companions.


The reader will be watching to see just how objective Frank’s son will be when dealing with events such as the feud that sadly developed between Frank and Graham Brown. And it isn’t easy for a son to delve into his father’s private life — particularly into sensitive matters such as his divorce. I compliment Tony Smythe on dealing with these and many other private issues in his father’s life in the most even-handed way possible. Neither does he pull any punches when he comments for instance upon Frank’s decision to choose Jim Gavin rather than the brilliant rock climber and proven Himalayan mountaineer Colin Kirkus for the 1936 Everest Expedition.


Tony is able to put a few ghosts to rest. It seems that Frank was not the sickly child that became a mountaineer against all the odds. He was quite athletic, a very good cricket player who also played football for his house. When he was invalided out of the RAF it was through eyestrain or ‘glare’ while training in Egypt (it soon cleared up afterwards) and not because of a heart problem. Not only was Frank fit, he had other natural advantages, one being an astonishing awareness of danger that more than once saved his life or those of others.


Tony reveals that it was Frank’s ambition and pride that was the root cause of the notorious quarrel between him and Graham Brown — bad feeling that Brown could never forget or forgive. I have to say I found this one of the most interesting sections of the book for Tony’s description of the climbing is riveting and his analysis of the disagreements masterful. The reader is left gripped and exhausted following the climbing and disappointed that after leading so much of the Route Major on Mont Blanc Smythe could not acknowledge Brown’s contribution. How sad one feels for both but especially for Brown who as Tony points out, ‘must have suffered more. It must be more corrosive to hate than to be hated’. Frank had the strength of character to apologise and let go of the quarrel whereas Graham Brown still bore him malice into his eighties.


The book does not lack humour and I found myself smiling, sometimes laughing out loud at Tony’s observations in the Kamet film. The expedition ‘gets to Base Camp by numerous shots of porters bowed under enormous loads, plodding this way and that … The porters grinned cheerfully but the sahibs usually had their backs to the camera except when the great length of


Raymond Greene is seen stark naked, mercifully for an instant only, plunging into a pool … Holdsworth happily smokes his pipe while being carried across a raging river by a porter half his size … Frank commentates and a piano provides frantic music throughout.’


There are so many interesting facts, never known or half remembered, revealed in this book. John Hunt was rejected from the 1936 Expedition after the Medical Board decided, incorrectly, he had a heart problem. Later we find that Hunt and several other well-known mountaineers of the day were roped in during the war for mountain warfare training including Frank, who was posted out to the Canadian Rockies. Completely unknown to me was the fact that Frank was the first to spot Mallory’s body when he was scoping the flanks of Everest in 1936 with a high powered telescope. In a private letter to Colonel Norton, the leader of the 1924 Everest Expedition, he wrote that he was convinced that he had spotted Mallory or Irvine’s body but requested that ‘It’s not to be written about as the press would make an unpleasant sensation.’ His discovery was only confirmed 63 years later by Graham Hoyland who was on the American Expedition that found Mallory in 1999.


Like many ‘Everesters’ Frank pushed himself to his limit on many other mountains, some of them quite technical, and all bar one, without guides. He was not just a big mountain man yo-yoing up fixed ropes for weeks on end. In the Garhwal he had a particularly productive season in 1937, making the first ascent of Nilgiri Parbat and Mana Peak. The first was made with two Sherpa friends after he had taught them the ropes, and he reached the summit of Mana Peak — at nearly 24,000 feet — solo after climbing the final 800 feet of rock on his own when his partner, Peter Oliver, became exhausted.


Tony’s book has stimulated me into reading again Frank Smythe’s great classics. Six of the best are to be found under one cover in Bâton Wicks’ omnibus. As their publisher, Ken Wilson put it, they contain gripping adventures, a rich sense of period and a thread of mountaineering good sense. Above all Frank Smythe was a mountaineer who lived for mountains and was at his best amongst mountains. His son, Tony surely confirms this in his thoughtful and perceptive account of his father’s life.





Doug Scott














Introduction


My father, Frank Smythe, born in 1900, had huge obstacles to overcome on his way to becoming probably the best-known climber and mountaineering writer of his generation. His father died when he was a baby and his mother went into a self-imposed exile, obsessively clinging to Frank throughout his early life. His schooling was a disaster. He was pressured into training as an engineer, work he hated. When that career failed his half-hearted efforts to make a fresh start in the Royal Air Force also collapsed. At the age of 26, an unskilled job loomed.


However, he had become good at the one thing he really enjoyed — climbing. Much of this had consisted of risky trips into the Alps on his own during engineering training in Austria and Switzerland, but he had survived to reach a high level of expertise, coping even with difficult and dangerous routes on rock, snow and ice. He also had a talent for writing about his adventures. He supplied stories to magazines. His first book was published. With the reluctant support of his mother, his chosen career in which climbing produced material for writing and writing paid for more climbing began to take shape.


In the process there were problems. He upset some senior members of the Alpine Club, who disliked the spectacle of a fellow member making money out of their gentlemanly pastime. And many in the climbing fraternity also felt that it was better to write for other climbers, not the general public. Traditionally it was bad form too, to let emotion play a part in the description of your climbs.


But Frank could never restrict himself in this way. All his life he wrote instinctively for the ordinary man who knew nothing about mountains, putting across his experiences with such conviction that a reader might easily feel he was there on the mountain too. It worked that way for me when I began to read his books as a boy. I felt the pain of frostbitten feet and the exhaustion, yet exhilaration of getting to the top of Kamet, the highest summit in the world reached at that time. I pictured the terrible ice avalanche on Kangchenjunga that killed an expedition Sherpa, and the simple heartfelt ceremony when his crushed body was consigned to a glacier grave before the party’s retreat. Then there was Mount Everest, when Frank climbing alone got to within a thousand feet of the summit — a record height and an achievement that takes its place among the great moments of mountaineering history. More than once I read his description of how he slipped on the steep snowy rocks near the top of the Great Gully. And each time I vividly imagined myself hanging from my clutched ice axe, saved by its pick wedged in a crack above the yawning 8,000-foot drop of the north face.


He went on seven expeditions to the Himalayas, including his visit to the now-famous Valley of Flowers in Garhwal, a place of sublime beauty where he botanised and made outstanding climbs on the surrounding unexplored peaks. He became a highly regarded mountain photographer and ten albums of his pictures were published. He wrote a total of twenty-seven books within the space of twenty years, he lectured intensively, and his resulting popularity led to a level of fame and celebrity that in the days before television and the internet seems remarkable. However like most public figures of that era — the 1930s and 1940s — he kept the rest of his life strictly private. His writings were a blend of wonderful detail in the climbing and travel, tense descriptions of moments of difficulty or danger, a constant search for more profound ways of conveying his feelings for mountains, and wry humour at his own fallibility. But of his life at home and work he revealed almost nothing.


He died at the early age of 48 of cerebral malaria, a deadly strain of the disease, contracted on a trip to India in 1949 when I was 14. In the aftermath he was a hero to me. I was proud of his achievements and became a climber myself. I even, like him, lectured about my journeys and expeditions and wrote a book about climbing. It was sometimes suggested that I ‘trod in my father’s footsteps’, and I dutifully agreed. But as the years passed I acquired a more thoughtful appraisal of him.


For although my two brothers and I had always admired him we’d never been able to form any kind of relationship, except perhaps in unremembered early childhood. After his marriage to Kathleen and the birth of each of us, our life together as a family had been disrupted by his absence on expeditions. And I was only four when he separated himself from us permanently after his marriage broke down. He left us to live with Nona, a nurse from New Zealand, whose own marriage had also failed. In those days divorce tended to be seen as shameful, so in my earlier years I pretended my famous father had not deserted us. Eventually I got over this, realising that Frank’s marriage to Kathleen had probably been doomed from the start; they had been completely unsuited to one another. I started seeing him much as others saw him — a celebrated mountaineer who published a large number of books. But I also knew that his private life had been chaotic with great heartache for himself and those close to him.


I’d always turned down the idea of writing the story of his life. I was too busy, and the job seemed too daunting. But in 1999, when the mountaineering publisher Ken Wilson was putting together an omnibus of some of his books, I changed my mind. Harry Calvert’s book, Smythe’s Mountains had been published in 1985, but that dealt purely with his climbs. I knew there was so much more to be said about the man, his character and the private life behind his achievements. And the succeeding years of research became a fascinating voyage of discovery, adding to what my brothers and I knew already.


He narrowly missed being selected for the 1924 Everest expedition, the attempt when Mallory and Irvine were lost. He was sent to Argentina to work for a telephone company, but finding the job oppressive simply walked away and boarded a ship home, leaving his family to pick up the pieces of his broken contract. He rode the footplate as a fireman on the Southern Railway during the General Strike. After making two superb new routes on the Brenva Face of Mont Blanc — climbs that were the gateway to the rest of his mountaineering career — he fell out with his partner on the rope, Professor Thomas Graham Brown, and a bitter feud developed between them that split the Alpine Club and rocked the mountaineering establishment. A letter he wrote to The Times complaining about the film industry’s reluctance to accept the movie he shot of his expedition to Kamet because of the lack of ‘love interest’ resulted in a summons by King George V for a private viewing of the film at Buckingham Palace (followed by a glass of whiskey with the King in his study). After that the film was accepted without further ado and became a runaway success for months to come in cinemas nationwide. He published a book about just one of his Everest expeditions — that in 1933 — but wrote plenty more about his companions during his three visits to the mountain, in diaries and letters that could not be aired in his lifetime. He planned three private expeditions to Everest; all were overtaken by events. He spotted Mallory’s body through a telescope 63 years before it was found, but never disclosed this for fear of an ‘unpleasant fuss.’ He had several publishers, the Managing Director of one of them becoming a close family friend and Trustee to his Will. He obtained the help of a spiritualist to cure a severe digestive problem after a car crash, later communicating directly with her source, a seventeenth-century Sindh poet. Earlier his extraordinary psychic capacity had saved the lives of a group of men in a Bradford foundry. He was deeply involved in the later years of World War Two, commanding the training of elite mountain warfare troops, in Scotland and Canada, although he eventually suffered a severe breakdown in his health. After the war he invited my two brothers and me to join him and Nona in Scotland, a fascinating experience when at last we came face-to-face with the father we had never known.


His life was as much about his friends and climbing partners as the mountains he climbed. Geoffrey Winthrop Young, one of the most influential figures in British mountaineering had become a mentor to him when he was struggling to make a start as a writer. There were other renowned elders he had turned to in the absence of a natural father — Ernest Roberts of the Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club during his early climbing in the Lake District, and in the run-up to Everest in 1933 the near-legendary Sir Francis Younghusband, explorer, soldier and leading player in the Great Game.


The list of interesting men he knew well goes on: the Everest leaders General Charles Bruce, Hugh Ruttledge and John Hunt. Colonel Philip Neame, VC, a climbing companion in the Bernese Oberland. Arthur Hinks, the formidable Royal Geographical Society Secretary for 30 years. And even his adversary Graham Brown should be included, a distinguished Professor of Physiology with a large following.


There were many other climbers who were with him in the mountains. Some of them are now significant figures in mountaineering history: Jim Bell, Eric Shipton, Graham Macphee, Colin Kirkus, Bill Tilman, Tenzing Norgay, Jack Longland, Noel Odell, Howard Somervell, Günther Dyhrenfurth, Ivan Waller. As custom required, they stayed largely out of sight as personalities in Frank’s published writing. Clearly a biography was an opportunity to change that.


He loved hills and spent much of his short life among them. Despite his slight, even frail physique his determination and energy were awesome. Enduring fearful hardship at times, he found joy and inspiration on the heights but the nirvana he searched for always seemed just out of reach. In a small anthology of verse, In Praise of Mountains, selected by Eleanor and Geoffrey Winthrop Young, I came across some lines published anonymously in 1604 that seemed perfectly to sum up my father’s life:


As o’er the mountains walks the wandering soul,


Seeking for rest, in his unresting spirit …





Tony Smythe


Staveley, March 2013











Prologue


Wycliffe, 1949



It’s a hot Monday evening towards the end of June. In the Assembly Hall where the first two periods of prep are under way there’s a general feeling of subdued gloom. It’s the start of another week and amid the rustle of paper and creaking of chairs I try to concentrate on simultaneous equations, but I barely understand them and have a hollow feeling in my stomach. The hall is quite full because most people have their two occupation periods in the last half after the break; I’ve got a piano practice and a single period choral that will be a lot more fun than this. And it’s likely there’ll be a swim last thing, although you’ve got to be quick and you can get just about drowned in the rush before the whistle.


Suddenly the door on the far side opens and Stan, the Headmaster is standing there. There’s a great rumbling of chairs as the School starts rising to its feet, but like a conductor quelling an orchestra with outstretched arms Stan signals for everyone to remain seated and Prune, who is supervising prep from the pulpit, booms ‘Carry on with your work.’ Stan’s eyes rake the hall before he stalks across and has a low-voiced discussion with Prune. I am concerned to see both of them looking in my direction and then, to my horror Stan makes his way to my side and says quietly in that high refined tenor voice that’s easy to mimic, ‘Bring your things and come with me.’


Every eye is on me, red as a beetroot as I follow Stan out of the hall. He says nothing as we go down the main stairs, past the notice-boards and out into the quad in front of School House. My mind races as I rapidly survey all my recent misdemeanours and prepare my excuses and denials.


There is still no further word from the tall, loping and deeply-feared Stan, or ‘Tiger’ as he is occasionally called. Dressed as usual in his light-brown, hairy tweed suit, his keen profile, bared teeth in a small bullet-shaped head cutting through the evening air, he leads along the path by Haywardsfield, past Springfield’s kitchen gardens, then past the San towards the grass tennis courts. At last he comes to a seat. There is not a soul around.


‘Sit down, Tony.’


This is a great relief. If I was in trouble it would be Smythe, and in really big trouble, a short staccato ‘Smyth’. I sit on the bench and Stan sits next to me.


‘You know, of course, that your father has been ill,’ he says.


I feel an even greater sense of relief that this is definitely nothing to do with me. I remember my brother John telling me a while back that all had not gone well with Dad’s trip to the Himalayas. He was unwell and he had had to come home.


‘He was very ill and he got worse,’ said Stan. ‘He got much worse.’


There is a pause and Stan gazes into the distance.


‘Tony, he died this morning.’


The words don’t register for a moment but when they do I feel surprise rather than shock, almost as though I have been lagging behind in some kind of theatrical scenario and have failed to keep up with the script. As the meaning of what Stan has said sinks in, as well as amazement I even feel a flash of frustration that, after all the separation and pain for us, after the fatherless void in our family life, my father should now make his escape from us permanently, especially as only last summer in Scotland he was promising that when we were older he would take us to the Alps.


But there is shock in having the news thrust upon me at such close quarters by the formidable Stan, and to my embarrassment I feel tears rolling down, tears however that have less do with sadness than with the intensity of the moment and my behaving in a way that is perhaps expected of me.


‘How well did you know your father?’ asks Stan after a while.


‘Not very well,’ I mumble, feeling that this answer might not only be the one he expected from me but would avoid further questions.


Soon I am left on my own with my thoughts, and Stan makes his exit, no doubt with a feeling of relief. It is a beautiful evening and the sunset lingers late. But as well as thinking about Dad I am brooding about the complications coming up next morning when it’ll probably be reported in the papers and the news gets out.


That’s going to be the worst bit.









CHapter One


The Crevasse


On a fine afternoon in the early summer of 1922, a young English climber reached the top of a small peak in the Stubai Alps of Austria. He rested for a while, enjoying the spectacular view and feeling thankful for his break from work as a trainee in an engineering company near Innsbruck. He was 21, passionate about climbing and although his experience had been limited to rock climbing in the British hills, his arrival in the Alps had opened up a wealth of new and exciting opportunities. It was a pity that no companions were available and he was unable to afford a guide, but he was confident in his ability to explore the mountains on his own.


It had been an easy enough scramble up the sun-warmed rocks of the ridge to the summit, so the descent would be straightforward. But then some devil entered him and he decided to return by a different route. Below him the mountain fell away in a steep ice-face for several hundred feet to a snow-covered glacier rifted with numerous crevasses. This, he reckoned would make an excellent challenge and provide good practice in step-cutting. With scarcely another thought he hitched his rucksack into place, grasped his ice-axe and started down.


As he clumsily and laboriously hacked places for his boots in the ice slope the situation seemed suddenly to become serious, but he welcomed the feeling. It was quite novel to be up against a real challenge, although a small voice told him that he was violating every canon of mountaineering. He was a solo climber, it was late in the day, he would be taking a risk in crossing a crevassed glacier, and no one knew about his change of plan. But he was beyond common sense, beyond reason, and delighting in his crime. So he continued, his arms and knees soon aching from the unaccustomed process of step-cutting down steep ice. It was a long time before he approached the foot of the slope, his arms leaden with fatigue, his clothing drenched with sweat. And now, previously hidden but coming into view, he saw the bergschrund.


He had come across this type of feature before. It was the natural gap or crevasse between a glacier and the mountainside it lay against. The ones he had seen had been mainly narrow or blocked with snow, and not difficult to deal with. This one was different. It was huge, a wide chasm of unknown depth, stretching out of sight to left and right. And somehow it would have to be crossed. With that cavernous rift below him the ice slope he was perched on now seemed unpleasantly steep and slippery. However, after cutting a few more steps to get a better view, he saw to his relief a snow bridge across the bergschrund that would provide a way over it. He descended to it, but his joy immediately evaporated. Even to his inexperienced eye it was obvious the snow bridge was sodden through and through, and would probably collapse beneath his weight. What then? The afternoon sun was reflected into the mouth of the rift where the névé or structure of the glacier was visible, with alternating layers of winter snowfall and summer dirt and debris. Fifty feet lower the gloom of bottle-green ice faded into the darkness of unplumbed depths.


The bergschrund would have to be jumped. Its width was about nine or ten feet. He’d been a useful long-jumper at school, but the more he looked at the distance he had to jump the less he liked it. It was a standing jump, which had to be made from a slippery stance on the ice slope. Supposing it failed? He’d land on the snow bridge, but if it collapsed … He glanced into the bottle-green depths. He told himself with the reckless confidence of youth that he was making an absurd fuss over something he could manage with the greatest of ease, and he set to work to cut out a wide and solid platform for the leap.


As he hacked away the sun in the west shone and salty sweat stung his eyes. It was profoundly quiet, but once or twice he heard and felt the vibration of thunder. Apart from that the only sounds were the thudding of his ice-axe and the tinkling of ice fragments as they skipped into the depths at his feet, sounds that grew fainter and fainter until they faded away into silence.


At last the platform was ready. It was a good one with plenty of room for both feet, but now everything was prepared, his doubts returned with redoubled force. Why not return to the top of the mountain? Even if he was benighted he would get down all right. No, the steps he had made would be melted away by the hot afternoon sun and he was too tired to remake them. Worse still was a perverse devil of pride. He had set off on a different route down, and he was going through with it come what might. What an idiot he was! Then came a loud rumble of thunder. It needed something outside him to force a decision. The thunder, with its threat of approaching storm did it. He shuffled his boot nails well home into the ice, grasped his ice-axe in his right hand, its pick projecting outwards and away from his body, bent his knees, and putting everything he had into it, jumped.


His upper body landed on the far edge of the bergschrund. His feet struck the snow bridge, driving straight through the sun-softened snow into nothingness. But the ice-axe pick had driven well home into firm snow and the balance was in his favour. With a huge effort he heaved and levered himself forwards and upwards onto the solid lip of the bergschrund, and lay panting and trembling. At the same time he heard the fragments of the broken snow-bridge thudding into the depths of the bergschrund. He ought to have been thankful for a providential escape — he would never forget that feeling of useless legs, dangling in space — but his predominant feeling was shame at his stupidity. He deserved to be dead, but he was alive.[1]







	

1. An account of an incident described by FS in The Spirit of the Hills, Chap. 5, p. 75-80, also in The Mountain Vision. Chap. 15, p. 208-15.[back]















Chapter Two


Childhood


On a sunny day in July 1897 a small wedding party emerged from the parish church of St Augustine’s at Flimwell, a hamlet near Hawkhurst in rural Sussex. The bride and groom, together with the bride’s parents, her six sisters and brothers, and the best man, made their way to a leafy corner of the churchyard where a photographer waited, his large camera on its tripod at the ready.


A group was arranged. The photographer retreated to bury himself under his black cloth. He exhorted his subjects to keep perfectly still, and with a flourish of the lens cap he exposed the light-sensitive glass plate for the required seconds. And like a latter-day renaissance painting, the moment was captured for generations to come. It was the marriage of Algernon Smythe and Florence Reeves, the parents of my father, Frank.


Algernon, hands behind his back gazes steadily at the camera, quietly satisfied. The previous year his first wife, Rose had died from heart failure at the early age of 41 and the prospect of a solitary old age had been disheartening. He was 59 and the latest in his family to take control of a large timber business in Maidstone that had been run by Smythes since 1785. His bride’s father, Francis Reeves was an old friend just four years his senior, and marrying his eldest daughter suited both men admirably. Florence however seems preoccupied. At 32 there had been a risk of remaining unmarried, but the age gap between her and Algernon was formidable. Marrying him had been a big step to take. And among all the photographs filling the albums in my family this one is perhaps the most poignant. For any doubts Florence harboured about the future would prove sadly prescient. Within a short time she would suffer calamities that would shape the rest of her life.


She had been born near Hawkhurst into a wealthy hop farming family. Several of the houses once occupied by her ancestors still exist, magnificent mansions lovingly restored by their twenty-first-century owners, with trims lawns and immaculate borders. The hop fields have gone, but her father had employed over 30 men and boys to tend 680 acres, roughly a square mile — an enormous crop feeding an insatiable brewing demand. He and her mother, Janet, had taken care to provide their seven children with a good education; Florence had attended an exclusive boarding school at Hackney run by a clergyman’s widow with three governesses instructing a handful of girls. At the time of her marriage she was living with her family at the Hall at Wateringbury, near Maidstone, where her father was running a smaller farm in his later years. She had enjoyed a happy childhood in a big family ruled by loving parents who were strong Christian believers.


Frank’s birthplace in Tonbridge Road, Maidstone stood a few hundred yards up the hill from the timber yard and offices of the Smythes’ business beside the river Medway. When I visited a century later the yard had disappeared and in its place loomed a new Crown Court. Where there had been sheds and cranes and great stacks of logs, sawmills, and even a row of terraced houses for the workers, there was now a huge modern structure of concrete and dark glass and a car park. After decades of amalgamations and takeovers the company had finally been swallowed up by Travis Perkins, the giant building materials group who sold the site and established a branch downriver.


But the house up the hill was still there, a squat Victorian villa of yellow brick. It was no longer a private residence. High-powered lights, cameras and barred windows indicated that Number 32 served some more sinister purpose. I rang the bell. In a small reception room a woman explained to me that the premises were now operated by the Kent Probation Service. Any requests for further information would have to be made to the Home Office. There was no chance of my being given a guided tour of my father’s birthplace. I stood on the pavement of the busy street again and thought of Florence. Her arrival here and her varying fortunes seemed to echo the problems of my own visit and search for glimpses of the past.


She and Algernon shared the house with the son and three daughters of her husband’s first marriage. Bernard, aged 20, was working now with his father at the yard. Muriel, Kathleen and Evelyn were in their late teens.


So while Florence was the new mother, the step-mother, the female head of the household, her role was unclear. When Algernon was there things should be straightforward, but when he was not … Much would depend on the right kind of support from her husband. She was in a position that a modern agony aunt might write columns about.


Her first child, a boy, was born a year after her marriage. Whether or not an addition to his family appealed to Algernon he may have felt that a baby would help his young wife settle in her new home. And it would also be an interest for his daughters while he and Bernard worked at the yard. But within days disaster struck — the infant son died. What happened isn’t known, but there are grim pointers. Maidstone had a reputation for unusually poor public health. There was its ancient sewer system and polluted wells. A recent typhoid outbreak had killed 130 people. There had been a wave of diphtheria, lethal for babies, and a measles epidemic. The infant death toll, usually one in every six births, had gone even higher. As often happened in those days the death went unregistered. No record exists of a doctor’s visit. The baby wasn’t even given a name.


Florence was devastated. It was a tragedy that helps to explain the difficult relationship she was to form with her surviving second and only child, another son.


He was born two years later, on 6 July 1900, and christened Francis Sydney. Studio photographs of him up to 12 years show him in a variety of costumes. A shepherd’s smock and a seaside spade, the spade with a sailor suit, and weirdest of all, a Norfolk jacket and watch chain, Eton collar, knickerbockers, shiny boots, and a mournful dog on a plush chair.


The interesting thing about these images is that the young Frank looks thoroughly healthy. He has a fresh plump face and sturdy frame. He stands up straight and fixes the camera with a confident stare. The photographs do nothing to allay the suspicion that the illnesses he was supposed to have contracted in childhood were more the product of a worried mother’s imagination than strict fact. It’s easy to visualise the cautious family GP facing the anxious mother who’d lost her first child. And Frank himself in later life occasionally found it convenient to add an ailing childhood to the list of drawbacks he’d had to overcome as a successful mountaineer, although I don’t think he ever seriously believed he’d been a weakling. Writing to his mother some 30 years later he quipped, ‘Do you remember how you used to admonish me if I got wet feet and tell me to put an overcoat on? I believe you would still do it — and it would give me quite a thrill. Now I sweat and shiver and my wet feet dry on me — I’m scorched by suns and frozen by blizzards and in a little time I may be all out on that last thousand feet of Everest.’ [1]


Algernon was the youngest of 10 children and had been head of the business since his brother, John died in 1895. In its first 120 years the company had produced paper, sawn and traded timber, and carted beer, slate and cement — hard gritty work which seemed an unlikely background for the young Frank, destined for a somewhat different career. His mother though, must surely have nursed an image of a fulfilled life for herself, safe jobs in the business for the children God might see fit to bless them with, and peaceful final years for the husband she would look after in his retirement. She had married a man who had achieved everything he had set out to do. His business was prospering. He was a director of Maidstone’s gas and water and other large companies. He was the vice-chairman of the Medway Lower Navigation Company.


He sponsored the town’s annual cricket week and the Carnival.


But there would be no golden years for Algernon. In those days men without a strong constitution tended not to survive a life of hard physical work beyond what is now considered late middle-age, and his decline began soon after Frank’s birth. There are clues in the Kent Messenger report after his death on 25 January 1902:


Mr Smythe had been in failing health for the past 12 months, and for some time had taken no active part in the conduct of his business, but until a day or two before his death had been able to go out and take exercise. The end, however, came with something of suddenness, and he passed away about 12 o’clock on Saturday night, at his residence, 32, Tonbridge Road. The deceased gentleman, who was 63 years of age, was well known in the district. In politics he took no part, and it was as a businessman that he was solely known.


So Frank was left without a father. He was 18 months old.


The doctor attending Algernon gave the cause of death as chronic nephritis and uraemia, an illness known as Bright’s disease and essentially kidney failure, desperately debilitating if left untreated, with the blood becoming increasingly contaminated with urine. No therapies were available then and accumulating fluid would cause puffiness of the face or even bloating of the whole body; Algernon’s plump-jowled appearance in his wedding photograph suggests he may have begun to suffer from the condition five years before his death.


The dynamics of the family now changed. Bernard became head of both business and household, and saw Florence as an interloper, an attitude confirmed by his son Percy a century later.[2] The infant Frank made things worse. At the end of a hard day Bernard did not enjoy coming back to noise and mess. The only mercy was that his youngest sister Kathleen was kind to Frank and helped look after him.


A much worse aggravation for Bernard was his father’s Will. He inherited the business and a farm and a piece of land off the Tonbridge road. But no other property, and no cash. Florence was left most of the money, investments and the income from them, plus the rent from four houses and shops. The Estate was valued at just under £50,000 — the equivalent of about £5 million a century later. A serious quarrel erupted 25 years later when Frank broke his contract with an employer and his Maidstone relatives as guarantors were involved in legal action. Bernard’s worst fears were realised. His step-brother was a liability, a black sheep who remained so in the eyes of these hard-working Maidstone folk, to whom writing books and climbing mountains could never be thought of as a proper way to earn a living.


The scene — a French train travelling south to Montreux on Lake Geneva. It’s the end of a hot stuffy night in a compartment shared by an Englishwoman, her small boy, his nurse, and a Frenchman. They are all asleep except for the boy who steals to the window, raises the blind, lowers the window and peers out. He was to remember that instant for the rest of his days. There would be other moments pointing the way in life, but none quite like this:


We were on a down grade and moving fast. A clean, cold air tore at my hot face. Above rose hills and forests. The dawn was putting out the stars. The train swung round a corner and passed clear of the hills and forests. I was suddenly conscious of space and distance. A plain was spread before me. But it was not that which caused a strange stirring of my blood, a quickening of life itself; it was that beyond the plain, and just visible in the dawn, I saw the Alps. So high they were and so remote, so distant, dim and cloud-woven, that to me, a child, gazing for the first time, it was as though God had chosen to manifest Himself by raising earth to sky and making of it a single step to heaven.[3]


The boy was of course Frank, and his mother was taking him to Switzerland. And as she dozed in the train she would have had no inkling of what a pivotal moment this was for her son. She couldn’t have seen that with mountains in his blood, his schooldays would be a fiasco because of this distraction.


Or that his half-hearted attempts to make a living doing things he wasn’t interested in would cause her so much frustration and expense. She would never have dreamt that climbing would consume him, and that for the rest of her life she would endure the unending worry of his climbing not just on homeland hills and in the Alps, but in Asia on expeditions to the highest and most dangerous mountains in the world.


When Florence decided to head for Switzerland in May 1908, the reason she gave for the move was her son’s health. Frank once casually listed an extraordinary set of illnesses that he believed he suffered from in childhood — chronic bronchitis, influenza, pneumonia (twice) and an enlarged heart. But he claimed all this came ‘after enduring various scholastic experiments’ after his initial education at preparatory school, which followed his spell in Switzerland. The only possible conclusion is that the ailments either didn’t happen or were grossly exaggerated. The reality was that life for Florence in Maidstone had gone from fraught to impossible. Two of Bernard’s sisters had married and moved away, and in a few weeks’ time, in June that year, Bernard himself would marry. He had made it clear that he would not be moving. His bride would be coming to live with him at the family home. And so Florence had quit Maidstone, the beginning of a tortuous nomadic life.


Frank made many visits to Switzerland but none was as boring and frustrating as that at the age of seven. The Smythe entourage settled at a hotel at Chateau d’Oex above Montreux. There were walks and picnics, but it took months of pestering before he was allowed to go up a mountain. This was Mont Cray, a nearby hill for which he joined a group guided by a local lad aged 16.


It’s a special moment in the life of a climber, the first walk up a hill. He remembered a calm September morning, dewy pastures and smoke rising from chalets. Then the forest, a part of the climbing experience that became sacred to him — forests were the link between the human world and the regions above of rock, snow and ice. They were places of changing mood, sunny and cheerful or gloomy and threatening, alive with birdsong or silent as a grave. In years to come he would rest among the trees late on a summer evening after a climb, or ski through their snow-laden ranks on short winter days. He would admire and photograph them, especially outpost pines that had withstood the storms. Sometimes the fringe of a forest was a place to rest; he believed the occasional lazy day was an important part of the mountain experience.


On Mont Cray he panted up behind his nonchalant young guide and discovered simple things that became instincts of a lifetime. How to walk up a hill — the placing of each foot, the smooth swing in balance from one leg to the next. The summit was a disappointment — an easing of the slope and a little heap of stones. He didn’t join the rush to eat lunchtime sandwiches but found a quiet place to sit, enjoy the view and think. In years to come he would be accused of ambition, competitiveness and money-making, but he never lost touch with those early feelings for hills.


They were back in England in the autumn of 1909. His education could be delayed no longer, but where could they go? His mother did what many retired or widowed people did and still do now; she headed for the south coast. Hastings, Brighton, Bognor and Worthing were popular, but Bexhill had become fashionable and ideal for another reason. In those days of Empire many army officers serving overseas with their wives looked for boarding education for their children in England. And Bexhill obliged with a large number of private schools, particularly preparatory schools. They provided what was wanted — a good education with firm discipline. And the elegant town prospered. It saw itself as ‘the last great Sussex seaside resort’. Florence remembered it from family outings of her own childhood. It would also be where she would return for the last years of her life.
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Chapter Three


Schooldays


‘Shy, inattentive, and unable to make friends easily.’ When Frank arrived at Devonshire House preparatory school at Bexhill in January 1910 he had missed the first term of the school year. He was a boarder so for the first time in his life he was away from his mother. That first school report told its own sorry little story.


In the town’s public library I came across a description of the school by a former pupil, His Honour Judge Michael Birks. He told how in the schoolroom with its long oak benches and desks with inkwells and lids that lifted up there was a bookcase with a drawer containing a collection of Indian swords and daggers. ‘In retrospect it is astonishing to think that such an armoury was left within the reach of boys,’ he wrote, ‘but I do not remember anyone coming to any harm.’ Boys addressed one another by surname — Christian names were unthinkable. It was like ‘a private house in which twenty-five boys happened to be living.’ Black suits with long trousers were worn on Sunday. Hands were inspected before meals and the plentiful but stodgy food was served by maids little older than the senior boys. There were sports days, midnight feasts, hobbies, ‘crazes’ and home-made fireworks on Guy Fawkes night. But the Judge also remembered being bullied; there was too much leisure time, especially at weekends. ‘There were only four or five boys who were natural bullies but it did not need much encouragement for the pack instinct to affect the rest, who then joined in with gusto.’ He also remembered being punished by the Headmaster, receiving two strokes of the cane for the apparently simple offence of rampaging with a group through the lavatories. ‘The strokes left raised red weals on one’s bottom which gradually changed to purple bruises and could last a month or more. Nowadays this would be seen as sadistic torture and a terrible humiliation, giving rise to psychological injury. Such a thought never occurred to us. It was soon over, and preferable to being kept indoors. At the same time we learned to accept pain and bear it with courage. The boy who let out so much as a whimper knew that he would receive no mercy from the other boys. If, on the other hand you took it in silence the bruises became a source of pride and earned the respect of the other boys.’


While Frank worked out how to survive at Devonshire House his mother stayed at Beach Towers, a private hotel about a mile away on the sea front. It was a smart area. The huge Metropole hotel loomed close by and good shops lay within a few minutes’ walk. Along West Parade’s beach the bathing machines lined up like tanks, ready to be drawn on their huge iron wheels into the sea, allowing females attired in swimming clothes with barely an inch of skin showing to step directly into the water. Other ladies rode bicycles along the Boulevard. Trams trundled, horses-and-carts clattered. The shops in St Leonard’s Road sported canvas awnings to protect their windows from the English Riviera sun.


Boys from Devonshire House left when they were 13, usually to go to independent senior schools. One of these was Berkhamsted School in Hertfordshire, and Florence decided to move there and enter Frank as a day boy. It was handy for London, and the school, although mainly boarding, took a proportion of ‘day bugs’, as he scornfully called himself. But he appeared content with his new status, perhaps because he’d had a rough time as a boarder at Bexhill, the most likely reason for his mother withdrawing him from his prep school nearly a year earlier than normal, at the beginning of the spring term in January 1913 when he was still 12.


Progress at Berkhamsted depended on adequate performance in all classroom subjects, any weaknesses obliging a boy to stay in that form to repeat the syllabus for a further year, including even those subjects he did well at — in Frank’s case, English and geography. ‘Eventually,’ he said, ‘I drifted into the Remove, and there in company with other flotsam I remained for the remainder of my schooldays.’[1] He admitted he was lazy and daydreamed about mountains. Sometimes he felt he couldn’t win. When he was asked the name of the highest mountain in Switzerland he replied correctly that it was the Dom, but on being told the answer was Mont Blanc he was severely reprimanded for arguing the point.[2] ‘My schooldays,’ he summed up, ‘were not happy ones.’


But in saying this he ignored one thing he enjoyed and became good at — cricket. Playing in the school’s first 11, he was a medium-fast bowler and not a bad tail end batsman. His finest hour came in June 1918 when, playing against strong opposition he took five wickets for only 20 runs. He was also superb at throwing the cricket ball; a special event in the annual Sports Day which, in 1917, he won with a record throw of over 93 yards. He also played football for his St Bees House team. These reports again throw into doubt the image of an ailing lad beset by illnesses and forbidden by the doctors to take part in games — a scenario that he was content for others to accept.


One school contemporary was Bill Tilman, the outstanding explorer and climber. They confronted each another in a house cricket match, in which Tilman bowled Frank out who then got his revenge by catching Tilman. Raymond Greene was a good friend who became a climber and doctor and joined him on expeditions to Kamet and Everest. He discovered a heart abnormality in Frank on the Kamet expedition and decided it was nothing sinister — just a heart that had an unusual beat and not worth worrying about. Raymond and his family were well involved with Berkhamsted. His father, Charles was the headmaster, and he had two successful brothers at the school: Hugh, later a BBC Director General, and Graham, the novelist.


In August 1914 Frank returned from a holiday in Cornwall with his mother to find the First World War had begun. Berkhamsted was in turmoil. He jokingly remembered the German master being arrested and the tramp who slept in the school armoury and was nearly shot by a guard. Elderly ‘local luminaries’ advised the populace to stay indoors in an air raid since bombs ‘nearly always slid off the roof’. But then for Frank, the fun died:


Somewhere, not very distant, the Great Killing went on. It was possible to hear the sound of it from a dell on Northchurch Common — a dull vibration as though something evil breathed. On Sundays aged clerics, specially imported for the occasion, ranted from the chapel pulpit. Soon we would be serving our country, perhaps dying for it. It was a Holy War. We were soldiers of Christ fighting against the forces of darkness and evil. Right was on our side. God would grant us the victory. Let us pray to Him. And day-by-day a line of black-edged cards along the chapel wall grew longer.


There was one boy. We called him ‘Spider,’ because he was long and thin, all arms and legs. He had a mop of sandy hair, and a freckled face in which was set a snub nose and humorous, mischievous blue eyes. Although in the ‘Upper Fifth’ or ‘Sixth,’ his mercurial, happy-go-lucky disposition was always landing him in trouble. One Saturday afternoon I found myself in detention school for laziness and inattention.


It was a glorious afternoon, ideal for cricket, and I had to copy several pages of irregular French verbs. I found myself next to the ‘Spider.’ He turned to me and whispered:


‘I say, it’s not much fun being cooped up here an afternoon like this. You know’, his eyes were unusually serious, ‘I’ve a feeling —’


But what the ‘Spider’s’ feeling was I do not know, because the master on duty overheard him and ordered us to move apart. It was a pity that the ‘Spider’ could not have enjoyed that sunny afternoon, for a few months later when some more of those black-edged cards were posted up on the chapel wall, his name was on one of them.


Many school hours in those days were devoted to military training. We shot at targets that had a human figure in lieu of a bull’s-eye. To say that school OTCs are not for training boys in the art of war, and that the only object of an OTC is to inculcate a habit of discipline and command, is as fantastic as it is absurd. They wear the trappings of war. They have field days which do nothing more nor less than mimic battles. Has any school the pluck to print in its prospectus: ‘One of our aims is to teach your son to be a soldier. From 13 years of age onwards we will instruct him in the art of killing. He shall be well grounded in this before he has time to think for himself. Otherwise it might occur to him that it is disagreeable to kill his fellow men. Worse still, he might learn to prefer living to dying for his country. Horrible thought — he might even become a pacifist.’


This cynical piece suggests that Frank became a pacifist but he was simply expressing his disgust at the slaughter. It was a desperate time with 230 school-leavers losing their lives. Three sons of one family were killed. One boy became a pilot, flew his plane over the school playing fields, then crashed and died in front of his brother. On Armistice Night in November 1918 the headmaster refused to allow celebrations. The town was en fête, but the boarders had to sit down that evening and do their homework. It was a matter, said Greene, of preparing for a new future. But some townsfolk burst into the School, threatened to throw Greene in the canal, and persuaded the boys to break the curfew. Later that night Greene expelled 122 boys when they crept back into school, but next morning rescinded the order on all but two.


Frank missed recruitment for the war and almost inevitably the trenches, where casualties scarcely slackened before the final day, because of a chance piece of bureaucracy. At the end of the summer term in July 1918 he left school having turned 18 that month, and awaited his call-up papers. On 7 August however, Florence received a letter from his housemaster informing her that although he had served in the school’s army cadet corps and even been promoted to Corporal the previous April, in order to comply fully with the current War Office Scheme he must return to school for a further term to join the Cadet Battalion. It’s tempting to think that his housemaster, sickened by the slaughter, had been unusually diligent in discovering this, but his mother was happy enough to comply, and her relief in November when the last shot was fired can be imagined.


His final school report makes depressing reading. His positions in classroom subjects mostly bump along the bottom and the space for Examinations Passed remains blank. His cricket record is noted. Under Intended Profession someone has written ‘Army (RFC.)’ but subsequently crossed it out. The Royal Flying Corps was formed in 1916 as a branch of the Army. It was the fledgling Royal Air Force, and twice in later years the RAF would play a part in his life.


Frank saw his life at home and school as boringly trivial. He’d been given a pocket edition of Edward Whymper’s Scrambles Amongst the Alps and read it so many times that when it came my way it had literally fallen apart. He read every book on climbing from the school library and pored over maps he bought with his pocket money, dreaming of what it must be like to venture into mountainous areas coloured dark brown, purple or white. His heroes were the great names of exploration — Whymper, Mummery, Conway, Freshfield, Scott and Shackleton. Switzerland was a distant memory and even the British hills were out of reach. Mountains offered fierce challenges but he had to be content with exploring the Chilterns on his bicycle. He had to persuade himself that scale didn’t matter, and years later after going to the Himalayas decided this was true and never scorned even the lowliest British hills.


In the summer of 1915 he had a holiday in North Wales, his mother deciding it was easier to bow to her son’s obsession than resist it. They stayed in a boarding house on the coast near Llandudno. From here he pushed his bicycle up a hill that reached the important 1,000-foot contour where he had a view of the distant range of Snowdonia. He was deeply affected by these far views — the rolling Weald during a picnic as a child, the Alps from the train when he was a bit older. Now the magic gripped him again:


From the point where I ate my lunch the hills, patched untidily with stone walls and sprinkled with trees and cottages, extended northwards towards the valley of the Conway. Beyond this valley were the hills of Snowdonia …


There came to me a great desire to tread those hills. I wanted to feel them beneath me, to see them around me, above me and below me. I wanted to be soaked by rain and dried by sun; to sweat, to shiver, to toil, to rest. There was something I had to seek. What it was I did not know. I only knew I had to seek it.


But it was another three years before the opportunity came to explore Snowdonia. He sometimes wrote about youthful rambles and early climbs in Wales, suggesting that even as a child he was cycling and exploring there on his own. It was wishful thinking. The fact is that after his months in Switzerland at the age of eight, which yielded only a bit of supervised walking, he was limited to seaside holidays and local walks and bike rides. The holiday on the North Wales coast was merely frustrating, and the year after that he wasn’t allowed off the leash even though he was 16. This seems incredible nowadays but a century ago family ties were strong, the war put a damper on people enjoying themselves and Frank was the only child of a widowed mother who feared for his safety and couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t willingly stay at home and play tennis or enjoy a seaside holiday.


In 1918 the summer holidays at the end of his final school year beckoned. The war was dragging on towards its bloody conclusion and if he wasn’t conscripted into the army he was going to have to decide on a career, although nobody seemed to know what it could be. Only one thing mattered to him that summer though: his mother agreed to another holiday in North Wales. This time it was to be Borth-y-Gest, a little village adjoining Porthmadog. A few miles south of Snowdon, it was as close as you could get to the mountains and still be at the seaside. And knowing that once they arrived she would probably see little of her son, Florence invited a friend from Berkhamsted, Mary Johnson, and her children to join them. It was a fateful decision. The two families already knew one another well, but the holiday brought them closer together. A decade later Frank would marry Kathleen, my mother and the youngest of Mary’s three children.


The two women had much in common. Mary, known to her family and friends as Mollie, lived a few hundred yards and a couple of streets from Florence. She was also a widow, her husband, Alexander having died three years before. Like Florence’s husband, Alex had been quite a bit older than Mollie but had retired early from his lucrative position as a consulting engineer in ships’ boiler design. Just before his death he’d been fit and well but had got soaked in a rainstorm and caught flu which turned to pneumonia, and died with dreadful suddenness. It was a terrible blow for Mollie. She was 40, a qualified nurse and had worked in a North London hospital before her marriage. She would have become familiar with the fearful sight of a patient struggling for breath from pneumonia in the days before life-saving antibiotics. Now her own family was torn apart by the illness. But Mollie was a strong, decisive woman who went on to rule her family with matriarchal authority, and Florence, of a quieter, more nervous disposition, must have found her good company as two people of different natures but with problems in common sometimes do. They had originally met at the Mothers’ Union. Both were staunch Christians. The two families had moved to Berkhamsted at about the same time. Mollie had been left with enough money for her children’s education, at Berkhamsted School for the two boys, and the independent Girls’ School for Kathleen. At the time of the holiday in North Wales Kenneth was just 16, Esmond 14 and Kathleen 10.


The Johnsons were more ‘into’ Berkhamsted than the Smythes. Mollie organised tennis parties — the photo album is full of shots of happy young players on garden courts, usually with Mollie in the background, smartly turned out in Empire-line dress, coat and beehive hat. There were picnics on the Common, swimming groups at Tring. The Johnsons had a wide circle of friends — the Hendersons, the Hawdons, the Squibbs’s, the Forbes Milnes, the Ellerbys, the Pooles. Their garden was full of deck chairs, bicycles and a dog called Sam. They were often visited by Mollie’s two sisters — my great aunts — who both lived to be a hundred. The sisters lived in Felixstowe and Mollie and her family had holidays on the pebbly beach there and swam in the freezing North Sea. There are pictures of older generations of Mollie’s family, the Hellyers, one of whom, her father, was a very good wood carver. When he wasn’t working on commissions for ship’s figureheads and church screens he carved every piece of furniture he could lay his hands on. My birthday present from him when I was about four was a tiny stool with a depiction of a boy in a kayak named Tony and the motto ‘Paddle Your Own Canoe’. He sent it by nailing on an address label and handing it to the postmistress. I have it still. The Johnsons lived a sociable life, mildly eccentric but somehow quite normal in the middle-class bourgeois circle they moved in. They were mainly impractical, propped up by their servants, but good manners and etiquette mattered more than anything. Emotion was something to be controlled and discussion about anything personal taboo, but they were happy to gossip about royalty or the Titanic or Bunny Austin losing his temper and throwing his racket into the crowd at Wimbledon. An extraordinary but typical piece of family lore that came my way as a child was the maxim that ‘A gentleman is a man who uses a butter-knife when he is alone.’


Frank doesn’t appear in the Johnsonian orbit, and I think that Florence, when she wasn’t having tea with Mollie and talking about mutual school problems, lived a less sociable life. It was the difference between a fairly normal, jolly outgoing family who were carrying on despite the loss of husband and father, and a bereaved woman in a self-imposed exile worrying about her only son who was a failure at school, pined for mountains and seemed happiest with his own company.


The holiday went pretty much as imagined by Florence. Frank headed for the hills on his bicycle while the others enjoyed the beach. ‘I cycled from Borth-y-Gest,’ he wrote many years later, ‘where I was undergoing what I have always detested, a seaside holiday.’ But the Johnson album has one photo to prove that Frank joined the others, if only the once. It is a picture taken by him — as Esmond told us — of the others. The party is sitting in a sandy cove, their beach things strewn around them. Ken and Esmond are fully dressed apart from bare feet, as though they’re about to go to school, long trousers and jacket, white shirt, school tie. Ken, looking up from a book smiles impishly while Mollie and Florence in their white blouses and sun hats have that frozen expression when the photographer has taken too long to press the shutter. Kathleen stares steadily into the lens of her future husband. Part of the snap is fogged. It’s the earliest surviving photograph Frank ever took.


His first outing was to Moel Hebog, a hill above the Aberglaslyn Pass. It was his first summit and it could easily have been his last. Not wanting to reach the top by one of the easy ridges he took the face direct, deliberately climbing a rocky gully. It began to rain, the steepening rocks grew slippery and high up he became frightened, picturing, as every climber does, the consequences of a slip. He managed to conquer his rising panic and escaped onto easier ground. He had set himself up to be a statistic, a body the rescue teams pick off mountains everywhere, and shake their heads over, and talk about the foolhardiness of the victim.


Frank knew he’d been stupid. He had an impulsive streak in his nature that would often lead to rash acts. Like many climbers he would be endangered occasionally by his own impetuousness, incompetence or carelessness, and like all climbers he would always be potentially a victim of plain bad luck which, short of avoiding mountains altogether he could do nothing about. Risk however was a different matter. In the course of a lifetime in the hills he necessarily faced immense danger at times but he developed that ability to calculate risks with a fine sense of what made a route unacceptable and what made it a reasonable risk. The non-climber often can’t understand the subtle difference between the two, and of course anyone can run out of luck in the end, as Frank well knew. But he gave himself an extra edge by careful observation of how mountains behave. He educated himself about snow and ice and its stability in different conditions. He became entranced by its beauty, while knowing that it could wipe out a climber or a whole team in a sérac collapse. He took an obsessive interest in the potential for a slope to avalanche and witnessed more than once a mountainside that he felt wasn’t quite right and therefore to be avoided, sometimes at the expenditure of much effort, breaking away in a deadly slide. He learnt about weather, the results of sudden temperature changes, and the signs of oncoming storms. He made the wry comment that Providence looked kindly upon the aspiring young climber, but he knew in his heart that for a novice to depend on this was reckless. A couple of times, on Kangchenjunga and in the Alps, he was accused of cowardice but although annoyed he didn’t try to defend himself. In each case he was following his instinct for survival that at times appeared to have almost a psychic input. His record, his mountaineering CV, was hardly that of a coward.


If I have allowed myself to get off the subject of North Wales in 1918, it’s to introduce the vital issue of mountain risk that for Frank began on the cliffs of Moel Hebog as a novice’s terror, but continued as a threat to be mastered with a cool head and experience. His early ventures into the hills were all made solo, which in some ways increased the dangers, but that is assuming a companion would have had the skill and experience to make things safer. As it was, he had embarked on a learning curve and had survived the first dangerous moments. Compared with the guidance and supervision young novices usually receive today, it’s a horror story, and there was a lot more of it to come in the Alps. But somehow, he would emerge a very talented all-round mountaineer.


He made several more expeditions from Borth-y-Gest. He rambled over the Glyders and Tryfan. He traversed the Snowdon Horseshoe, and returned there on another day to climb Lliwedd, the 900-foot crag forming the southerly arm of the horseshoe. This was a very ambitious scramble up a cliff that although broken is steep and exposed and needs care and some luck to find a route that avoids difficulties. Frank thought he had learnt a lesson after the scare on Moel Hebog but his elation as he neared the top received a nasty shock. As he pulled onto a ledge he surprised a sheep that immediately jumped away, skidded on a sloping slab and fell hundreds of feet to its death.


One last outing was over the little pointed peak of Cnicht, near Portmadog. ‘I took one of my schoolmates with me,’ he wrote, ‘but he did not like mountain climbing and sat down and said he was tired. So I completed the ascent on my own.’ The reluctant companion was Ken, who when the incident was described had become Frank’s brother in law.
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Chapter Four


Yorkshire Rambler


When Frank left school in December 1918 he was under pressure to decide on a career. It was said half-jokingly that he agreed to be an electrical engineer because the training would take him to the north of England, which would mean being near hills. Faraday House Electrical Engineering College offered a course in which the first year consisted of lectures and laboratory classes at the College in London, with the second year given to practical experience in a factory. Years three and four would be spent abroad, working for the diploma. Prospective students were not required to have strong academic qualifications. Frank duly enrolled, and on the morning of Monday 6 January 1919 he presented himself at the Electrical Standardising Testing and Training Institution in Southampton Row for day one of his new life.


Schools and Colleges are all about teaching. Dr Alexander Russell was the Principal Lecturer at Faraday House and had been on the staff since the College’s foundation in 1890. He had a first class honours degree in mathematics and philosophy. He was a world authority on alternating current and electric cables. His list of qualifications alone was enough to send anyone running for cover; he was a Master of Art, Doctor of Science, Doctor of Literature, Fellow of the Royal Society and Master of the Institution of Electrical Engineers.


But he was also blessed with vitality and enthusiasm. He was a Scot, a large man with an open friendly face, and was known as ‘Daddy’ Russell because of his fatherly concern for his students. As a lecturer he achieved legendary status. A story goes that he was showing a method of calculating the length of a belt driving two pulleys of known diameters. He got so enthusiastic that he eventually covered two blackboards. What had started as a simple problem had developed into one of astronomical complexity. Hardly anyone knew what he was talking about. Then suddenly he turned round with a smile and said, ‘Of course, if you really met this problem in a works, you would take a piece of string, pass it around the pulleys and measure the length required.’


He was fascinated by atmospheric electricity, and it was this that prompted Frank’s interest in mountain thunderstorms, which he chose as a specialist subject for study. Some years later in the Bernese Oberland he gained unwanted experience by being caught in the worst electrical storm of his life.


In December 1919 he made his move north to Bradford to begin the second year. He lodged at St Luke’s vicarage in East Morton, a pleasant little village perched on the edge of the moors north of the city and handy for his workplace at a factory in the Aire Valley below. When he wasn’t working he was focussed on one thing only, the magical world that lay further north and west — the surrounding moors and crags of Yorkshire and the more distant hills of the Lake District. He had not only lived far from mountains but had totally lacked the company of other climbers. He had never known anyone else who was interested. His early years were a cocoon in which he matured slowly, educating himself with his mountain books and maps and nourished by his dreams. Now, in the north of England in his 20th year, urgently wanting to make up for a lot of lost time, he was about to break free.


The Yorkshire Ramblers’ Club, founded in 1892, is one Britain’s oldest climbing clubs, junior only to the Cairngorm Club and the Alpine Club. Its quaint name resulted from its first President, George T. Lowe, telling a friend that he would approach all the men he knew to be interested in ‘rambling over our Yorkshire moors and fells with a view to forming a club and thus improving the chances of collecting larger groups for our outings.’ Thirteen men attended the first meeting at a pub in Leeds and the Club was born.


I joined the YRC in 1954 while stationed near Darlington in the RAF. From the beginning I felt part of a big group of friendly men who all seemed to know one another and joked, laughed, drank beer, cooked huge quantities of food in the communal hut and planned the next day’s climbing. Knowing that I was a newcomer they went out of their way to make sure I wasn’t left out. When the conversation became general, at the table or round a huge fire, there were extraordinary stories told about the antics of earlier generations. Most of the others were older and many had responsible jobs in industry or the professions. If you needed information about anything, whether it was mechanical, financial, botanical, photographic, ornithological, or a replacement knee, there was someone in the YRC who was an expert. It wasn’t a huge club — the membership hovered at something under 200, of whom there were usually about 30 or 40 at meets. Some members, maybe most, were affluent, but subscriptions and levies for meals and hut fees were kept at a modest level. Monthly meets were arranged in all the mountainous areas of the British Isles with a yearly gathering in the Alps and the occasional expedition to a greater range. Unlike those aspiring to play cricket for Yorkshire, you didn’t have to have been born in the county to be eligible for the YRC, although outsiders like me were probably in a minority. The club was men only, one of the last bastions of chauvinism in the climbing world, although now women are accepted. A song entitled ‘Yorkshire’ has been sung at the conclusion of every annual dinner since 1909. It has four solo verses, each followed by a chorus. The chorus, with respect, is excruciating, even after alcoholic dulling of the sensibilities:


Here’s a health, then lads to the Ridings three,


To the broad acred shire in the North Countree:


A health to bonny Yorkshire and all that she enfolds,


From the Humber to the Tees, from the Pennines to the Wolds


Here’s a health, here’s a health to Yorkshire!


This therefore was the club that Frank joined at the same age as me, some 35 years earlier. Like me he had made contact with the club within a short time of arriving in the North, and his arrival was remembered in a club journal article by a senior member, Ernest Roberts:


It was one Sunday in December, 1919, soon after Frankland, Somervell and I had crossed Pool Bridge on our way to climb at Almscliff, that a cyclist overtook us and introduced himself as F.S. Smythe … Throughout that winter he climbed at Almscliff, and did his first Lakeland climb at Easter 1920 up Pavey Ark Little Gully. I found him to be exceptionally strong, and after a fortnight with him in August I reported that he had climbed the Eagle’s Nest solo, and other severes, and that a new star had risen.


Of the three men Frank came across on his bike, the first, C.D. Frankland, was the best rock climber by far. Howard Somervell, ten years older than Frank, was a doctor, a quiet, energetic and deeply religious man who was to have a wonderful career, not so much in climbing — although he went twice to Everest and reached almost a record height — but eventually in treating the poor in India. Ernest Roberts was the oldest of the trio and despite the age gap he became one of the best and most important friends Frank ever had.


Roberts was hugely respected in the Club. His record of climbing included routes in Wasdale in the company of legends such as the Abraham brothers, and a list of alpine ascents that qualified him for election to the Alpine Club in 1908, the same year that he joined the YRC. He held all the offices at various times in the 52 years he was a member. Even more than climbing he loved potholing, which has always been a speciality of the Club. My friend George Spenceley remembered travelling to potholes in Roberts’ stately Armstrong Siddeley open tourer and as a very thin lad aged about 16 was sent down first, shouting from the depths at intervals to Roberts ‘to prove that communication still existed.’ When George returned from a wartime POW camp even thinner, Roberts decided that he was now the ideal shape to be the first down some exceptionally narrow and potentially dangerous unexplored rifts. ‘It was very generous of him,’ George assured me.


The Easter weekend of 1920 was Frank’s chance to practice his skills on Lake District rock. This was much more serious climbing, where the leader then had little or no protection from a fall and where the climbs were much longer than at Almscliff. On his first climb he was relegated to last on the rope, but was happy with this:


A mere novice’s climb, but to me supremely enjoyable. I remember only vignettes: a thin mist that clung to the crags of Pavey Ark or poured inquiringly into the hollows, a downward glimpse between the dark walls of the gully to the waters of Stickle Tarn, and far beyond a dim brood of distant hills.


This extract from Frank’s first book, Climbs and Ski Runs, gently revels in the homeland hills — rock-climbers’ numb fingers in the rain, rests on sunny ledges on a precipice, shredding mist in a gale, the feel of soft turf underfoot, the delight of little streams, a dip in a cold tarn. But daydreaming had little place when he was introduced to rock-climbing. Like many climbers, once past the novice stage he became obsessed. The chat with friends, the pocket guidebooks with their little lists of climbs and standards, the need to test yourself and perhaps impress others — it was no different in Frank’s day than it was in mine.


He was back in Langdale in May, climbing with anyone who was free, then in July went to Wasdale, again on his own. It was 20 years later when he admitted to a solo epic on the very hard Eagle’s Nest Ridge:
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