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Foreword



Doug Scott, like all the best people, was a jumble of paradoxes: tough guy rugby player fascinated by Buddhist mysticism; anarchic hippy with a deep sense of tradition; intensely ambitious one day, laid back the next. He was as egotistic as any climber, adroit at getting his own way, but was also demonstrably generous and compassionate, admired universally for his philanthropy. In his Himalayan heyday he resembled a beefed-up version of John Lennon; in latter years, presiding over his gorgeous Cumbrian garden in moleskins and tweed jacket, he looked more like the country squire.


I first met him in his John Lennon phase, although ‘met’ is an overstatement: I was far too young, shy and awestruck, that October evening in 1975, actually to talk to the hero of the day, standing at the Alpine Club lectern with Chris Bonington and Pete Boardman to deliver the first public account of their recent triumph on the south-west face of Everest. The room was packed, mainly with former Everest climbers like Michael Ward and John Hunt from the 1953 expedition, Charles Warren and Jack Longland from the thirties and Noel Odell, last surviving member of the 1924 expedition. There was a palpable sense of history as the tweeded and suited elders congratulated the denim-clad new generation.


Doug and Dougal Haston were the first British climbers to reach the world’s highest summit. For all the meticulous logistics of their leader Chris Bonington, this final chapter of the climb was a bold push into the unknown, at times virtually swimming through deep powder snow on a long committing traverse across the upper south-west face. They reached the South Summit late in the afternoon; the sun was setting as they stood on the actual summit. Rather than risk descending in the dark they bivouacked at the South Summit before returning to Camp VI in the morning.


Now here were those men in the flesh, right in front of me – including Doug Scott, who had survived a night in the open at 8750m, higher than any previous human being, with no sleeping bag – not even a down jacket – and yet who had returned safely without even a bit of frostbite to show for it. He certainly looked tough – solid and powerful – but his storytelling was casual, modest, laconic and a touch rambling, with occasional meditative diversions. A few years later I did get to meet him properly and discovered that his conversation, like his lecturing – or indeed his expeditioning – could be enigmatic, discursive, elliptical, often veering off the beaten track into untrodden side valleys, but always with an undercurrent of humour. And never pulling rank: he was a humble, approachable man, happy to talk with anyone. That humility was impressive in someone who was unarguably one of the greatest Himalayan climbers of the late twentieth century. And not just a Himalayan climber. Long before he went anywhere near Everest, his prolific magazine articles and masterful photos were chronicling pioneering climbs – often on huge rock walls – in the Hebrides, the Dolomites, Yosemite, Baffin Island, the Tibesti Mountains in Chad, Turkey, Afghanistan . . .


It was only after Everest – realising that if he could survive a night in the open out at nearly 9000m then the possibilities were immense – that his high-altitude career really took off. And what a career it was. However, Himalayan ambition never dimmed his love of home turf. He had learned his climbing in the Peak District and never lost his enthusiasm for the crags of Britain.


I only climbed with him once, when we were both speaking at an Alpine Club symposium at Plas y Brenin in Snowdonia. We were not on until the afternoon and it was a beautiful sunny morning – far too good to be shut indoors – so we sneaked off over the Llanberis Pass for a quick jaunt up Cenotaph Corner. Doug said the first time he had done this classic rock climb was on his honeymoon. It was now 1989, so he must have been forty-eight – middle-aged, but definitely still in his prime. He led with powerful ease and then suggested we continue on the upper tier of the Cromlech, up that brutal creation of his old mentor Don Whillans – Grond. In the absence of large cams to protect the initial off-width, he grabbed a large lump of rhyolite – explaining cheerfully, ‘This is how we used to do it, youth’ – shoved it in the crack, hitched a sling round it and clipped in the rope. As soon as he moved up, the chockstone flew out of the crack, narrowly missing my head, but Doug carried on regardless – blithely calm, assured and fluent, supremely at ease with the rock.


The meeting that made the biggest impression on me was in 1987 in the village of Nyalam, in Tibet. It was the end of an expedition to Shishapangma. We had failed on that peak but had managed to put a new route up Pungpa Ri, which Doug had climbed five years earlier. Also staying at the Chinese hostel were members of Doug’s current team, who had been attempting the North-East Ridge of Everest. Doug himself only turned up late that night, at the end of a gruelling road journey from Rongbuk, across the border to Nepal, then up to Solu Khumbu, then all the way back across the border to wind up the expedition in Tibet. The reason? A young Sherpa man who had been helping his expedition had been killed in an avalanche near base camp during a huge storm two weeks earlier. Doug had taken it on himself to travel all the way to the man’s family in Nepal to tell them personally what had happened and to ensure that they received financial compensation.


That empathy with the people of Nepal came to fruition in his remarkable charity, Community Action Nepal (CAN). At an age when most people in his position would be happy to rest on their laurels, perhaps accepting the occasional lucrative guest appearance, Doug travelled the length and breadth of the country on gruelling lecture tours – often only just out of hospital, after yet another operation on old injuries from his first ascent of The Ogre – pouring all the proceeds into his charity. Lecture fees were topped up by sales of Nepalese crafts and auctions of Doug’s most classic photographs. Doug the auctioneer was a force to behold, as he mesmerised and cajoled audience members into donating ever more astronomical sums for a signed photograph.


In addition to a hectic lecture programme, Doug managed in his seventies to pen hundreds of thousands of words, completing three new books, including volume one of the long-awaited autobiography for which he had first been paid an advance in 1975. Defying illness, he tried doggedly to complete the second volume but even he could not outdo the brain cancer which killed him at the end of 2020. With the autobiography incomplete, it was decided that a full biography was required. Catherine Morehead, who worked closely with Doug on his Ogre and Kangchenjunga monographs, has devoted two years to researching Doug’s huge archive and interviewing his global network of friends and colleagues to produce this permanent record, celebrating the extraordinary life of one of the world’s greatest mountaineers.


Stephen Venables
September 2023





Introduction



Before looking into Doug Scott’s background, it is worth dwelling briefly on how the shape of his life can be understood. The man himself enjoyed a self-promoted destiny-myth: his birth in 1941, on the auspicious date of 29 May – the same day as Hillary and Tenzing’s first ascent of Everest in 1953 – provides the first clue; Scott’s redoubtable, long-lived and much-loved mother, Joyce, had been born within twenty-four hours of Hillary, thereby reinforcing the idea of a man of heroic mountain destiny. When still in adolescence, Scott made it clear to several friends that he wanted to be famous. ‘Why’ is harder to discern: certainly not for personal glory, but more likely as a way of earning his mother’s love.


Yet his character was formed from clashing opposites – Scott’s ethical ideals often conflicted with a grim everyday reality. When not reading esoterica, such as Buddhist tracts or works by Gurdjieff or Castaneda, or the I Ching, consulted at many a base camp, Scott’s greatest intellectual interest otherwise lay in history, both human and natural, inspired not just by a good teacher but by Nottingham’s own rich heritage. The Ogre, Scott’s second-last book, comprises about one-third history and two-thirds climbing; in Kangchenjunga, his final book, that proportion is reversed. For climbing books, both contain an unusual amount of often excellent historical background research. This very widely read climber spent a lifetime with history and myth contending endlessly for his mind and soul. Such a conflict may be illustrated by Scott’s fellow Nottingham alumni: Torvill and Dean’s disciplined, athletic fantasies are the polar opposite to the inebriated, brutal escape from working-class reality described by Alan Sillitoe in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958).


A war between self-myth and sourced history, however, is scarcely sufficient to account for the most unusual energy and drive of one of the world’s greatest climbers, who became one of its outstanding humanitarians. The shape of Scott’s life might helpfully be pictured as a Catherine wheel, fizzing and spinning, with bright flashes: his decidedly Freudian upbringing; leading climbs in the UK and the Alps; early explorations of little-known territory in Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia and encounters with their peoples; wide reading after an uncertain education; an early, tumultuous marriage; global fame as a climber of ‘big walls’. These flashing strands burnt through to the vortex, that extraordinary period between 1975 and 1979 when Scott climbed Everest then survived one of the most testing epic descents in mountaineering history, followed by arguably his finest achievement in climbing Kangchenjunga (8611m), the world’s third-highest mountain, lightweight, without supplementary oxygen. Scott acquired a global, historical stature. Flung out from the belief that such experiences permitted him to climb anywhere and survive anything, the strands of his life followed twenty more years of climbs and explorations at the highest level, one turbulent and one highly successful marriage and thirty years of coming to terms with semi-divine status in Nepal as an effective provider of health, shelter and education in some of its remotest areas.





Notes on the Text



Heights and distances are expressed in the metric system. Vertical height is marked by ‘m’ after a number, eg, ‘Everest is 8848m high.’ Horizontal distance is written as ‘metres’ or ‘kilometres’, as in, ‘The river was ten metres wide.’ Where a conversion has been made, the calculation is based on one metre equalling 3.28 feet.


Climbing grades are included in brackets after route names. Different countries use different grading systems, but the UK system is most commonly used in this book.1


Doug Scott is referred to as ‘Doug’, ‘Douglas’, ‘Scott’ and very occasionally as ‘Dougie’ or ‘Scotty’, sometimes within the same chapter. This is deliberate. He is referred to as ‘Douglas’ in specific family situations, as ‘Doug’ in the chapters dealing with his personal growth and development, and as ‘Scott’ when describing him on expeditions.


Because Doug’s climbing life was so diverse, I have arranged this book according to the kind of climb he was undertaking, whether British, Alpine, big wall, on high-altitude routes on familiar mountains, or explorations of lesser-known routes, mountains and ranges. Chapters within each of these areas are presented in chronological sequence but the kinds of climbs themselves can be understood to have taken place roughly parallel with each other. For example, the climbs in the Classics Master chapter (new routes on familiar mountains) and the Explorations chapter (expeditions to new or less familiar areas) all took place in the same twenty-year period. In any given year, it could be the case that Doug would have undertaken a combination of different types of climbs.
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Nepal with Uttarakhand (India), Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh
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A Nottingham Family




‘The past is always close behind.’


– Doug Scott, Up and About





Scott’s family background and upbringing were partly defined by Nottingham’s own rich history. Nottingham began as a Mercian settlement ruled by the unbecomingly named King Snot of the Saxons. Earlier references talk of cave dwellers, housed in the local sandstone. It weathered into the crags where Scott began his climbing career. Nottingham remained within the Danelaw, although it was captured by Alfred the Great before being taken over by William the Conqueror in 1067. Such a ‘waves of invasion’ theme is developed by Scott in the historical sections of several of his books.


Nottingham prospered. Possibly England’s oldest pub, Ye Olde Trip to Jerusalem, perhaps dates back to 1189 (but probably three or four centuries later), and Ye Olde Salutation Inn allegedly dates from circa 1240 – this latter pub becoming home to the Nottingham Climbers’ Club (NCC), founded in 1961 by Doug Scott. Nor could anyone there not know about Robin Hood, that icon of twelfth-century crypto-socialist wealth re-distribution. At this time, Nottingham endured incursions by the Scots; King David II was imprisoned in Nottingham Castle in the 1340s. Scotland and its mountains were relatively accessible to Scott and proved to be remarkably significant in the early part of his climbing career. During the Civil War (1642–49), Nottingham remained largely Royalist. The castle garrison flew Charles I’s standard in 1642 but it was soon captured by the Parliamentarians. This castle dominates a rock-face which Scott climbed by exercising his privilege as Freeman of the City, conferred in 1976.


In the eighteenth century, Nottingham became increasingly wealthy: the Exchange Building on Market Square was built in 1742. The eight-day Goose Fair (referred to by D.H. Lawrence in Sons and Lovers) greatly expanded; the textile trade, particularly in lace, for which Nottingham continues to be famous, burgeoned. A German traveller, C.P. Moritz, whom Scott read as a schoolboy, remarked, ‘Of all the towns I have seen outside London, Nottingham is the loveliest and neatest. Everything had a modern look, and a large space in the centre was hardly less handsome than a London square. A charming footpath leads over the fields to the highway, where a bridge spans the Trent . . . Nottingham . . . with its high houses, red roofs and church steeples, looks excellent from a distance.’1


In the nineteenth century, Nottingham’s new suburbs, some no better than slums, contained the flood of workers who staffed the new cottage industries and factories. In 1877, the parishes of Radford, where Scott’s paternal grandmother lived during Scott’s childhood, and Lenton, where Scott attended secondary school and lived for a time, were added, as was West Bridgford, where Scott’s father, George, was born in 1915. City status was awarded as part of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations in 1897. Nottingham was extended in 1933 by adding Wollaton, where Scott was brought up.


Among the better-known of Nottingham’s new factories, the Raleigh Bicycle Company began production in 1886 in Raleigh Street, Radford, about two kilometres from where Scott grew up. John Player’s cigarette company, where Doug’s mother, Joyce, worked as a supervisor, opened in 1877 in Radford; in the 1960s Player’s sponsored several of her son’s early expeditions.


Scott’s immediate environment also directly influenced the formation of his character. Wollaton, then a resolutely lower middle-class district, contained the newly built Charlbury Road, where at number 174 Scott grew up in a rented, unremarkable but thoughtfully designed semi in a long road of similar houses. He was conceived there during the Battle of Britain. He was born only a fortnight after the terrifying Luftwaffe raid of 8–9 May, in which 159 people were killed and 274 injured.


In Scott’s over-detailed autobiography, Up and About, he describes himself with an eye to posterity as a ‘warchild’, thus self-dramatising his first four or five years. He claims, for example, to remember his father coming home on leave in 1943 – when Scott would have been only about two, well before such memories are possible. Other wartime events in this chapter are slyly described as though from direct personal memory rather than what must have been indirect retrospective description. As he himself concedes, creating an attractively dramatic persona might have been a cry for attention which never left him.


Aside from self-mythmaking and historical ideas vying for dominance in his psyche, Scott’s physical environment influenced him in other ways. Wollaton suburb was named after Wollaton Park, a 202-hectare deer park and lake surrounding Wollaton Hall, an Elizabethan country mansion from the 1580s which houses Nottingham’s Natural History Museum, a likely early stimulus to Scott’s later environmental interests (although he was specifically interested in trees and plants). The park, which lay only about 500 metres from Scott’s house, was used to billet American soldiers during the run-up to D-Day. Later, German and Italian prisoners-of-war were housed there; Scott’s paternal grandparents lived there. The park provided an ideal pram walk for Joyce while bringing up Scott’s brothers Brian, born in 1944, and Garry, born in 1952. This extraordinary site also contained a cross-country running route and athletics track, both of which figured in Scott’s outstanding adolescent sporting achievements.


Even closer to home lay the canal and railway line. The main line from Nottingham to Eastwood (D.H. Lawrence’s birthplace) and Alfreton, or to Kirkby-in-Ashfield and beyond, ran past the north side of Charlbury Road. Its sandy embankment offered ideal soil for sprawling blackberry thickets and building tunnels, although one attempt to tunnel under the line itself led to police intervention. The canal, completed in 1796 for transporting coal and other industrial materials, lay immediately to the south of Charlbury Road: a meeting place and an adventure playground. Climbing on the lock- and sluice-gates, rafting on the water, fishing or getting involved in gang confrontations developed physical strength and an interest in ecology (though it would not have been thought of in that way at the time), especially in summer when the low water-level made the sight of small creatures and insects more obvious. These activities helped Scott to understand how others thought and behaved (particularly when they fell in). In Up and About, Scott implies the canal might be a kind of metaphor for the course of a life based on honesty, reliability, lack of jealousy or self-importance – qualities which, in his self-contradictory way, he adhered to in some respects while completely disregarding them in others.


By going as far as the mining centre at Wollaton Pit, where some of the earliest rail transportation was developed, a lifelong interest in technology, particularly engines – enhanced by his father’s workshop at home – began. Such knowledge would prove particularly useful throughout the 1960s, when war surplus lorries were used to transport Scott’s expeditions to Tibesti, Turkey and the Hindu Kush and later, up to 1975, when fiddling with truculent oxygen equipment at high altitude.


Thanks to prevailing parental laissez-faire, as well as family cycling excursions, Scott’s childhood geographical horizon extended some way beyond Wollaton and its neighbouring suburbs. Although only a few kilometres away, the steep-sided Stapleford Hill (101m), near Bramcote, west-south-west of Wollaton, attracted Scott’s early attention, principally because of its quarry and cave, and the Hemlock Stone, an unusual 8.5m monolith on its south-east side. (The origins of the name are uncertain, possibly Druidic.) Composed of two types of differently ageing red sandstone, the upper part black with pollution, it presents itself as a waisted tower. This was Scott’s first climb. It required several visits for him to reach the top, with a harder descent over slightly overhanging layers of bedding rock. The year of the climb is not recorded but would most likely have been around the very late 1940s. Another climb, where Scott records his first feeling of exposure, involved negotiating an enormous ancient oak near the canal. It ‘stretched the muscles’ and, when spending time high up among its scented leaves, produced his first mention of a mystical and sensual association with nature, a rapport Scott enjoyed to the end of his life.
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Knowledge of Scott’s family background is quite detailed. Several strands emerge: predominant on the female side is a love of pernickety, controlling organising of others and home, while on the male side lie business acumen and an exceptional physical, athletic prowess. Some sense of risk-taking adventure also prevails, across both male and female ancestors. Kindness and consideration for others cascade through both sides of the family.


Scott’s family tree can be traced in part as far as a Samuel Green, born in the hamlet of Oxton, Nottinghamshire, in 1784. Samuel, Scott’s great-great-great-great grandfather, married a Sarah Green, who was born in Halam, only about five kilometres from Oxton. The speculative conclusion is that Samuel and Sarah came from the same extended family with an agricultural background.


Although also born in Halam, Samuel’s son George (1818–97) became a successful businessman in Nottingham, where the trade directories are littered with addresses for George’s business ventures as coal merchant, maltster, brick-maker, builder – an occupation which fascinated Doug Scott throughout his life and for a time provided his only income – and pub landlord, an occupation for several generations of this family, first at the Duke of Newcastle Arms then at the Sir Isaac Newton. In the 1871 Census he is recorded as ‘maltster and farmer’. George married three times, like his famous descendant. He appears to have died wealthy. George’s sister Mary, born 1822, married twice. On her death she left £2,883 3s 1d (equivalent to £335,000 today). Her first husband, Charles, was an innkeeper, thus establishing what would become a recurring employment strand. He died in January 1877. Her second husband, Edmund Tatham, whom she married within eighteen months of her first husband’s death, appears to have been a factory worker. Mary died in Yorkshire in 1891. Scott’s great-great grandfather, Edwin Stafford Browne (1843–1904), who married George the businessman’s daughter, Lucy, in 1865, introduced the ‘sporting prowess’ gene into the family. He was the first secretary of Nottingham County Football Club, from 1883 to 1893, and assistant secretary to the Nottingham County Cricket Club. Little else is known about him outside his sporting interests, though they link nicely in both sporting and administrative ability to his great-great grandson’s presidency of the Alpine Club in 1999.


A wilder card, the introducer of the Scott branch on the family tree, is Albert Edward Scott (1863–1940). He married Georgina, Edwin and Lucy’s eldest daughter, although when is not known. ‘Scott’ might not, ironically enough, have been his original surname. He was probably an orphan, born in High Holborn in London, but by the age of eight was living in Nottingham, at the home of Henry and Harriet Savidge. On all Census records up to 1911 he is described as ‘warehouseman, lace’. His son’s recently discovered marriage certificate, however, lists Albert in 1915 as a ‘commercial traveller’. A probable younger sister, Josephine Scott, born 1870, appears in the 1881 Census, residing at the same place. By the 1911 Census, Albert is domiciled in West Bridgford, for a time in the middle class-sounding Chestnut Grove, so he may have gone up in the world.


Up to this point, births and marriages, where known, almost all occur in Nottinghamshire. During the latter part of the nineteenth century, however, several of Georgina’s siblings began to take risks: Hilda (born around 1873), married a Cecil Kerry and emigrated to New Zealand, as Doug’s son Michael did rather more than a hundred years later. Georgina’s youngest sibling, George (born around 1878) emigrated, unusually, to France. Georgina and Albert’s daughter Mary (birth date not known but presumably around 1885) married John Cliney then emigrated to Canada. Cliney worked as a lumberjack and was killed by a falling tree. The Greens and Brownes, therefore, were not averse to risking their futures in the lottery of emigration.


More typically of his generation, Douglas (1896–1917), Scott’s great-uncle and Georgina and Albert’s fourth child, was recorded by the Nottingham Evening News as a casualty on the Western Front (either at Festubert or on the Somme) during the First World War. He had to return home where, several months later, he died. He too was a lace factory warehouseman but joined the military and served in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps. He was unmarried. The first Douglas in the family records, this name was taken up by Scott’s parents for their eldest’s first name (though it was also one of Scott’s father’s middle names).


After these more distant characters, we move to the generations whom Doug Scott mostly knew and remembered. On the maternal side, we can begin with Great-Grandma Sansom (1862–1953). She is referred to inaccurately in Up and About: her name is misspelled as ‘Sanson’; Scott claims, furthermore, that when he visited her with his parents in 1948, she was ‘well into her nineties’ – in 1948, she would have been eighty-six. Scott recalls her Edwardian dress, her excellence as a pastry cook and her generosity in sending the young man away with half a crown, a generous tip. Scott also alludes to her ‘great age’ and suggests she might have known people born in the eighteenth century. In Beeston, a suburb just south of Wollaton, she lived with her daughter Edie in a townhouse which was large enough to contain a garden with a mature plum tree. This house offered curtained steps leading to a cellar, giving Scott one of his earliest opportunities for exploration. As he descended the steps, Great-Grandma’s exclamation, ‘Joe Lob lives down there, Douglas!’ occasioned Scott’s hasty retreat.2


Great-Grandma Sansom’s daughter Catherine (1897–1973) is also described in Up and About. She, her husband and three children, the eldest of whom was Doug Scott’s mother, lived in a terraced house in The Meadows, near Nottingham city centre. Catherine was very houseproud, spending much time on scrubbing and polishing and keeping one room for ‘best’. Doug recalls her sugar butties (in 1979, a ‘butty-bag’ accompanied him for the final 600m climb to the summit of Kangchenjunga). She also enjoyed Shipstone’s Nut Brown Ale, which she would fetch in a jug every evening and at lunchtime on Saturdays from the Queen’s Grove Tavern opposite her home. Doug admired her skill in bringing up three children on very little money, a thought which might have motivated him while fundraising for CAN several decades later. Her husband, Roland, was born in 1894; he married Catherine in 1915, presumably when he was on leave. Scott mentions his wheezing and coughing, brought about by excessive smoking and gas attacks while at the Front. He appears to have worked as a delivery driver. He died in 1952 of pneumonia, aged only fifty-eight.


Catherine’s two sons, Keith (1928?–2005) and Roy (1936–2015) both contributed to family life in ways already seen. Keith did his National Service with the RAF. He was, like so many others already mentioned, a pub and property landlord and ran the Plough Inn in Wysall, a village about halfway between Nottingham and Loughborough, for many years. He married twice and was racy enough to drive Jaguars and Daimlers. Roy was an engineer and lab technician, known as a keen sportsman. He swam for the county, played a lot of tennis, took up golf in later life and played water polo for Nottingham. He was a keen DIY man and gardener, traits which his great-nephew inherited. Scott recalls their lively, gregarious household.


Grandma Gregory’s sister Edie seems to be the only family member since the family emigrations in the late nineteenth century to have moved long distance: first to Bournemouth then to Poole. While still in Nottingham with her husband Walter, however, she spent several years helping to bring up Doug’s mother, Edith Joyce, in order to relieve the financial burden on Grandma Gregory, who earned probably no more than £4 a week working in a factory which made cardboard boxes. Edie worked as an insurance agent for the Liverpool Victoria Friendly Society; she maintained contact with the family until her death in 1977.


Turning to Scott’s paternal side, we encounter Sarah Brookes (1889– 1971), who in 1915 married Scott’s grandfather, George Green Scott (1893–1937 or 1938), another war marriage of passion, optimism, desperation or all three. After George’s death, Sarah was systematically defrauded by a female companion and was obliged to move from her ‘comfortable bungalow’ in Wollaton Park to a condemned house in Radford, where she lived in penury. In the 1950s, Scott visited her once a week, mainly to carry out chores. She in turn visited the Scotts every Tuesday, for tea, and tested Brian on his homework, Douglas being inexplicably absent. Scott mentions an unexplained ‘tension’ between Sarah and her son, Scott’s father, possibly because he considered her to be foolish for having been defrauded of her husband’s many sporting trophies and anything George might otherwise have inherited. She did, however, look after Douglas and Brian during parental absences. Evidently a kindly person who would walk once a week to Charlbury Road to see her family and bring chocolate, and who watered the vegetables when the family was on holiday, Sarah’s otherwise unhappy life was compounded by a compulsory move from her slum-clearance dwelling to a new estate of high-rise flats at Balloon Woods, near Wollaton, in the late 1950s. This badly constructed estate lasted a mere twenty years, only just beyond the time of Sarah’s death in a nearby old people’s home.


Sarah’s husband, George Green Scott (1893–1937), Scott’s paternal grandfather, died four years before Scott was born. Another native of Nottingham, probably having been raised in West Bridgford and dying in nearby Beeston, he did depart to run a pub in Newmarket for a few years, probably in the 1920s, before returning to his home city. In the 1911 Census, his profession is unsurprisingly noted as lace warehouseman. He is remembered as a fine sportsman, ‘winning many trophies’. His youngest sister, Hilda (1901 or 1902–1980), known as ‘Aunt Fo’, is recalled as a ‘thoughtful’ person: worth linking to Doug’s capacity for careful reflection, a quality which saved him from death on several occasions.


Scott’s parents, Harold (known as George) and Joyce, influenced Scott’s life fundamentally. George was born in West Bridgford, Nottingham in 1915, married Joyce in 1940 and died in 1995, a lifespan of only twenty-one days fewer than his distinguished eldest son. He left Lenton (a suburb adjoining Wollaton and Radford) Secondary School as head boy. George served in Nottingham Police from 1934 to 1965. During the Second World War he served first in the Royal Artillery then from 1942 onwards as a Sergeant Instructor in the Army Physical Training Corps. His police service testifies to his incorruptibility and his gentlemanliness. After retirement from the police, he became a social worker.


What distinguishes him above all is his sporting qualities and record. In 1938, he became European Police light-heavyweight boxing champion, defeating the reigning German champion in Stuttgart in front of senior Nazis, an echo of Jesse Owens in the 1936 Berlin Olympics. The following year he repeated the feat, this time in London, once more against a German opponent. As the Nottingham Post remarked, ‘We have nothing to fear from Hitler with men like George Scott in our midst.’ At the end of the war, he became ABA (Amateur Boxing Association) heavyweight champion, as well as British Army heavyweight boxing champion and inter-services champion. Naturally, the 1948 Olympics became a possibility, although after heated arguments with Joyce relating to diet and injury worries (the National Health Service began only in 1948), this plan was abandoned. He also competed in charitable exhibition matches, against top-class opponents. George’s prowess extended far beyond boxing, however: while still at school, he played football for Nottingham Boys, completed the annual Town Swim from Wilford Bridge to Trent Bridge and later became an official for the Notts Amateur Athletics Association. The parallels with his eldest son’s adolescent sporting and charitable career are striking.
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George Scott (1915–95), with one of his many boxing trophies. (Scott family collection)





After the war, George edited the Nottingham City Police Bulletin, despite problems with literacy inherited, as Scott explicitly states, by his eldest son. (Scott’s spelling was often wayward.) George was consistently described as outgoing and helpful, a powerful source of the resolute altruism displayed by Scott throughout his thirty years of running CAN.


Scott’s mother, the redoubtable Joyce (1919–2015), lived to be ninety-five. Scott on several occasions refers to breast-feeding as the happy outcome to him screaming literally and metaphorically for attention when a baby. If emulating then outperforming his father motivated Scott in the physical or athletic world, being lovingly recognised for his achievements and granted his mother’s affection, with the pleasures of female company generally – George was often absent for longish periods for work – became the strongest motive imaginable for seeking an often hurried journey home from climbing high peaks, particularly on dangerous new routes which satisfied his longing to be away from the city.


Joyce worked for about six years in the Player’s cigarette factory, becoming a supervisor, an office job and therefore a cut above the shop-floor workers, until she married George in 1940.3 A measure of George’s solicitousness is that he and Joyce met when she had had an argument with her then boyfriend. As she crossed the road, away from the boyfriend, George happened to be on traffic duty and asked her what was wrong . . . Joyce gave up the Player’s job on marriage as it was thought unsuitable, in the stratified attitudes of the day, for a policeman to be married to a non-professional person.


Continuing the family tradition of caring for others, Joyce looked after her younger brothers when her mother was obliged to seek work because of her husband’s poor health. She remained a family woman, keeping people together and supporting them. Her domestic skills extended to good cooking: she would cook for others well into her eighties. Scott’s expedition diaries frequently mention tea, stews, butties and pancakes, a reflection of what he had learnt from Joyce. Not just a cooking apprenticeship, though: on asking one day for processed, powder-derived potato mash such as he ate at school, Joyce reproved Scott for this request when their own home-grown potatoes were available – the beginning, perhaps, of Scott’s lifelong interest in the cultivation of organic vegetables.


Most of all, however, Joyce evinced determination. She was irrepressible.


These kindly, upright, hard-working parents, along with a weight of domestic, family, municipal and national history pressing in the background, shaped and brought up their young tearaway. Scott embodied an aversion to education – at least until his academic work epiphany at the age of fifteen – yet embraced the disciplines required of the outstanding sportsman, until, on a summit ridge in the Mamore mountain range in Scotland, he decided, at Easter 1960, where his true calling lay.
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Joyce (1919–2015), Doug’s mother; portrait believed to be in the late 1930s. (Scott family collection)
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Childhood and Education




‘. . . at my birth


The frame and huge foundation of the earth


Shaked like a coward.’


– Glendower, in Shakespeare’s Henry the Fourth,
Part I, Act 3, Scene 1





Doug Scott’s birth was imbued with a ‘man of destiny’ significance. Joyce had been born within twenty-four hours of Sir Edmund Hillary, on 20 July 1919 (although she was born on 21 July). Scott’s birth date, 29 May 1941, coincided with the day that Everest was first climbed by Hillary and Tenzing, 29 May 1953. The superstitious Joyce recalled that as an adolescent she had consulted a gypsy fortune-teller who predicted she would marry a man in uniform with shiny buttons and have three sons, the eldest of whom would be in trouble in a shelter very high up, and that the whole world would be watching. Joyce duly married her policeman with shiny buttons; their eldest son was born almost a year to the day thereafter. Scott’s brother Brian, however, cannot recall this story. He comments, ‘When aged about nineteen, Joyce visited a fortune-teller with a friend, perhaps while courting our father. She was told she would meet a lady with white hair. Soon after, she met our dad’s mother, who had white hair. She must have thought that significant, otherwise she would not have related it.’1


What is important is Joyce’s conviction that her eldest son was star-crossed. By introducing himself with the first fortune-teller story in Up and About, Scott suggests he shared his mother’s opinion. The clashing effects of laissez-faire, absentee parenting – perfectly typical of that time – and an intensity of contact when his parents were present shaped Scott’s upbringing.


Although Joyce was usually very busy with time-consuming domestic chores, she also acted as the more overt moral guardian; nonetheless, she was happy for the over-active Douglas (the family’s name for Doug, then and now) to play outside on the embankment, along the canal and at Wollaton Pit. When he was seven, he was given a bicycle, thus extending his range to nearby building sites. Thoughtlessness, inexperience and a gang’s herd mentality reverberating with excess of energy led to trouble. Apart from the police visit after his tunnelling beneath the railway, Scott and his gang were chased by the local bobby when he spotted them stealing apples and pears. The bobby’s word with Scott’s parents embarrassed his father, the bobby’s sergeant. Scott concedes that if charges had been pressed for that or similar misdemeanours, his father might have lost his job, something George pointed out to him before occasionally administering the cane. Several of Scott’s brushes with the law occurred despite George’s warnings, suggesting that even as an adolescent, Scott was moving beyond imitation of his father to outdoing him. An obvious Freudian interpretation of Scott’s strong wish for his mother’s love and approval by athletically outperforming his father, possibly by ‘killing’ him professionally, is clear.


The boy’s freedom to roam was enhanced by George’s lengthy absences. He was away on active service, bar occasional leave, from 1942 to 1945; then from 1948 to 1950 he worked as an instructor at King’s Mill Police Training School in Sutton-in-Ashfield.2 (Although George was resident there, it was possible to phone him and to visit occasionally, to enjoy the school’s opulent training facilities.) Along with police shift work, George spent some years with the CID; he worked as an instructor and examiner in lifesaving; he was involved in self-defence and physical education with Nottingham Police, the tallest force in the country according to one of Scott’s earliest friends, Clive Davies, who also says that George’s grip was reputedly the strongest of any man in it. George became, furthermore, secretary to the police athletic club for many years and organised their sports days. When Scott was nine, George, with a Norman Watson, formed the Nottingham Attendance Centre for Juvenile Offenders, which he supervised on Saturdays. He was engaged in administrative tasks when at home. Thus, he was largely absent for at least half of Scott’s first ten years.


George’s absences fostered a compensatory bonding between mother and son. Douglas would creep into his mother’s bed when his father was away, for consolation and comfort. We can link the boy’s happiness through achieving maternal love and approval (when his father was absent) to his later comments on breast-feeding providing relief from the pain of attention-seeking. After his first real climb (‘I was smitten’), the language of youthful passion shows how Scott’s early relationship with his mother motivated his desire to climb and explore, and to be approved of for so doing, while the athleticism and manly achievements inherited from his father gave him the means to do it.


Scott thus developed a capacity for self-reliance and a love of adventure on the edge of the law. He showed a dismissive attitude while pursuing his own interests as leader of a gang which co-existed with other gangs – not always peacefully. It is not surprising that fifty or sixty years later, CAN staff could find Scott as intolerant and infuriating as he was dedicated, charming and lovable.


Both parents undoubtedly adored their son. When he was fifteen months old, he was entered for a ‘Bonniest Baby’ competition which, in his class, he won. Not so surprising: Joyce was pretty and George was handsome. Scott proved physically very attractive to women once he had left behind the awkwardness of adolescence.


A durably productive parental interest into which Douglas was introduced – if only to imitate his father – was gardening. George’s nearby allotment, which he had used to ‘dig for victory’, had been bombed into extinction in 1940, but the front and back gardens of the Scotts’ house remained. The seemingly banal work of tending to vegetables, tomatoes and soft fruit began what for Scott would become a lifelong pleasure, not just in promoting the vegetarianism he espoused for more than thirty years, but in inspiring his near-obsessive tending of his strictly organic vegetable gardens at Stewart Hill Cottage in Cumbria.


When George was at home, father and son engaged in an array of sports. Douglas would accompany his father to the Raleigh factory gym, where George would train for boxing matches. Sometimes, they would attend exhibition bouts, where George would box against such luminaries as Freddie Mills.3 Once, they watched the Harlem Globetrotters perform at the local ice rink. Apparently randomly, the star player hauled Douglas out of the crowd and helped him to throw a basket. Or was it random? By the way in which Scott describes the event in Up and About, the reader is again made to wonder if Scott thought he was some form of ‘chosen one’. A visit to a local football match, however, induced only boredom and was never repeated. Then, in the severe winter of 1947, George had a local blacksmith build an unusually fast sledge for Douglas, who exploited its power by knocking over others until a larger boy proved one too many. Douglas, however, learnt from this experience not to push advantages over others too far. Too late for that incident, George taught self-defence to Douglas and Brian, a skill which Scott used effectively when he started at his fairly rough secondary school, Cottesmore. George also taught his eldest son to swim: Scott loved a dip during a day’s walk-in on his expeditions; he taught his own children to swim.


George, moreover, was manually creative. In his workshop, Douglas and his friends made catapults, swords, shields, arrows and even a crossbow, along with lesser weapons such as peashooters and popguns. Airguns for making further mischief could be obtained. Fireworks caused quite a lot of damage in the neighbourhood, literally and figuratively. The emphasis, because there wasn’t much money, was on make-do-and-mend creativity, a skill which Scott brought to many an expedition, whether in repairing vehicles or equipment such as oxygen sets or crampons. These ‘toys’ also taught Scott practical skills which were to assist him during his time as a builder with brother Garry. Indeed, they proved valuable for his many building projects with CAN, or when helping to construct the stupa at the Samye Ling lamasery (see chapter fourteen), or when renovating his own homes.


George also meticulously recorded family events. His scrapbook of Scott’s achievements, comprising mainly newspaper cuttings, invitations, photos and the like, stretches to two hefty folios. Family holidays on the Lincolnshire coast between Ingoldmells and Skegness (to which Scott once cycled), for every one of Douglas’s first twelve years, were carefully recorded in the family photo album – perhaps the beginning of Scott’s lifelong interest in photography.


When attending to Douglas, Joyce acted as nurse, administering brandy for stomach troubles or a Friar’s Balsam infusion (breathed in over a basin) for chest colds. She ensured Douglas was well treated by the nascent NHS. The results were variable: vaccinations against killer diseases such as diphtheria or polio were successful, but ear-syringing left Scott with permanent ear perforations, while sinus draining led to a long-term reduced sense of smell.


Joyce was, of course, the cook of the family. Scott recalls her ability, in the frugal management of resources, to blanch, salt and store George’s runner beans, or to make butter and cottage cheese – activities Scott enjoyed observing in Tibet (and elsewhere) fifty years later. When Douglas decided to cycle the 100 kilometres from Wollaton to Skegness when he was twelve, Joyce was ready with Tizer, sandwiches and cake. He admired her treacle flapjacks, as well as stew and dumplings, baked bread, rice and milk, foods he replicated on his apprentice expeditions throughout the 1960s. On some expeditions he and the other members seemed to eat very little else.


Despite the heavy food, the Scotts enjoyed a healthy family lifestyle, ‘often’ cycling six kilometres each way to visit Great-Grandma Sansom at Beeston. Until he was seven, Scott sat on George’s handlebars; after that, he used his own bike. Brian sat on Joyce’s bike.


The Scotts, although not churchgoers, were Conservative voters and royalists, unusual in predominantly Labour-voting Nottingham (at least until one moves to the suburbs). They were children of Empire and believed strongly in Churchill’s capacity to lead the nation to war victory. They bought Empire magazine, which surveyed its exotic territories and turbulent histories. Unquestionably, this magazine stimulated the young Scott’s fascination for exploration and travel. The outcome was remarkable: by the end of his mountaineering career in 2000, Scott had travelled to at least forty countries and climbed seriously in at least thirty-seven, on all seven continents.


While she herself felt ill at ease with those obviously wealthier than herself, Joyce entertained quite forceful social ambitions for her son. (These ambitions are best viewed as developing in her son an ability to carry himself socially in a way that she could not.) While disquieted by Scott’s speed and lack of social ambition in marrying Jan when only twenty, she was rather bemused, though still welcoming, given the racist attitudes of her own upbringing and lack of advanced education, when Scott married Indian climber Sharu Prabhu, from the Brahmin caste, in 1993. Joyce was delighted that after the Everest triumph in 1975 her eldest son was presented to the Queen and attended a party at 10 Downing Street, as well as being awarded the Freedom of Nottingham in 1976.4 She was more than happy when Scott married Trish, with her relatively elevated social connections, in 2007.


Joyce and George were no snobs, though. Scott frequently refers to neighbourly solidarity, sharing and support during the war years and the austerity which followed. He praises the neighbourliness before civic clearance and poor-quality housing set in, because it kept crime and vandalism in check. It is no accident that Scott’s charity in Nepal, based on helping the Nepalis to help themselves, begins with ‘Community’.


[image: Illustration]


Scott’s character was, of course, also formed by his education. Until he was fifteen, he was bored and truculent at school, except during outdoor and athletic activities. Like many pupils averse to authority and discipline, he experienced a kind of epiphany when on the cusp of leaving his secondary modern and entering Mundella Grammar School for his sixth form.


When he was five, Scott’s education began at what he mistakenly calls (in Up and About) Harrow Road Primary School. In fact, he attended Middleton Primary School, confusingly located on Harrow Road, near Wollaton Park. By his own admission, Scott was never among the brightest nor more attentive pupils, preferring hyper-energetic gang activity to classroom focus. The only exception was a daily half-hour reading of Hans Christian Andersen. The sole event of any significance occurred just before departing Middleton in 1950: an all-school running race led to stardom when Douglas finished second behind a smaller and slighter boy. Scott’s reflective analysis told him that competitors, however they appeared, should never be underestimated. Scott claims in Up and About that such adulation meant he no longer needed to perform attention-seeking activities at this school, though he conceded that it remained a necessity for the rest of his life.


After four years at Middleton, Scott was transferred in July 1950 to the newly built Robert Shaw Primary School, off the Western Boulevard about two kilometres from his Charlbury Road home.5


Here, Douglas’s short-sightedness was quickly diagnosed and led eventually to his famous John Lennon circular glasses. Douglas then discovered some success in singing and acting, mostly inspired by good teachers. (Several unpleasant teachers are also recalled.) Classes were extremely large; the belt was frequently used. There were, however, constructive moments: Brian recalls Douglas making a fort out of hardboard and managing to get hold of a magnet strong enough to extract ball-bearings. Apart from falling in love and being rejected for the first time (at age eight or nine), little of note seems otherwise to have occurred until Scott’s final year, when the 11+ exam, to determine one’s future educational level, had to be faced. Although Scott had not worked hard, with below-average academic performance, he had been made a prefect and was motivated by not wanting to go to Cottesmore Secondary Modern, a relatively tough school, rather than grammar school.6 Despite harder work and promotion, Scott failed the 11+, probably through lack of interest rather than lack of ability. George and Joyce were deeply disappointed, partly because George had by then (1952) given up most of his athletic life and wanted a successful son to fill the vacuum, while for Joyce the failure limited her social aspirations for Douglas.


Cottesmore’s motto was tenax propositi: ‘tenacious in purpose’. On the school shield, a mountain figures as one of the quarters, presumably to symbolise aspiration realised through effort. Scott was placed in Mallory House.7 The apprehensive new boy (as one of his earliest climbing partners and fellow Cottesmorians, Richard Stroud, has confirmed) managed to avoid the Cottesmore initiation rite of being thrown into a prickly bush, because of a sheath-knife cut to the thumb, requiring stitches. Little else went well. He was physically punished regularly. An attempt at bullying Scott was met with an unarmed combat move which he had been taught by George; after that, the bullying stopped. What should have been a memorable event, when the whole school went on an outing to the Albert Hall to hear John Hunt talking about the Everest success, seems to have been met with Scott’s indifference and inattentiveness. Inevitably, a particularly detested teacher surfaced. Scott’s impertinence to him was rewarded with blows of the strap on each hand; further insolence resulted in the teacher slapping him across the face. However, Scott says that most of his teachers were ‘good men’.


Most notable, perhaps, was one of Scott’s English teachers, Mick Graham, who also played rugby for Nottingham RFC’s First XV: Mick’s coaching led to Scott taking a greater interest in English literature.


On the rugby field, he was a very strong back row forward who, on occasions, would run twice as far as anybody on the field without touching the ball. When he did get it, he liked to show off his exaggerated dummy. Once, in the third team, Doug arrived at a maul, burrowed in, ripped the ball out and raced away upfield. Unfortunately, because of his poor eyesight, he was running the wrong way.


Often, if the firsts had kicked off early to watch an international, Doug would race to one of the other sides to play a second match. Tigers’ coach ‘Chalkie’ White reckoned that Doug’s press-ups were 100 per cent better than any he had seen. He could climb a rope with his legs parallel to the floor and do many pull-ups on his fingertips underneath a door frame. In hospital after he had broken his legs on The Ogre, a friend asked him why he was out of breath. He replied that he had eaten a packet of chocolate digestives and, as he didn’t want to get fat, had just done a hundred pull-ups.


In playing for Notts Moderns, Scott first met one of his earliest friends and climbing partners, Dez Hadlum, from the John Player school, the first secondary modern in Nottingham to take up rugby. According to Dez, Douglas was powerfully built even then: ‘Being tackled by Scott was like being hit by a train.’ Scott was selected for the Three Counties: Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire and Derbyshire. Rugby was a fixture every Saturday morning; Scott followed this sport enthusiastically until the end of his life. When in the Cairngorms in the 1980s, he turned up suddenly at Glenmore Lodge, the Scottish National Outdoor Sports Centre, thrust a bag of ‘magic’ mushrooms ‘fresh picked from the Peak District’ into the clutch of surprised instructor Allen Fyffe and asked to watch a big rugby match on television.


Further athletic success followed, probably in 1954: compelled, after yet another disciplinary incident involving drawing attention to himself, to enter the 440- and 880-yard races, Scott broke the school records. George spotted his potential. On the nearby Wollaton Park running track, he used his expertise as an AAA coach to develop this athletic talent in his wayward son. Scott represented the school, then Nottingham. In the Cottesmore Prize List for 1956–57, in the ‘Other Special Successes’ section, ‘D.K. Scott’ is congratulated for breaking the city records for the quarter- and half-mile races in the under-fifteen category: he clocked 57.3 seconds for the former and 2 minutes, 11.05 seconds for the latter. Encouraged and trained by George, Scott went forward to the AAA National Youth Championships, where he was convincingly beaten into second place by the future British team captain in the 1964 Olympics, John Whetton. After this, Scott realised he could not run competitively at higher than county level; he began to lose interest. A motorbike accident in 1961, resulting in a broken patella, extinguished any remaining running ambitions. Scott retained a long-term interest in cross-country and fell-running, however.


Thanks to the English teacher Mick Graham, some academic achievements began to appear. Scott began to read, seriously. He mentions Fielding, George Eliot, John Buchan (who better for adventures?), Edgar Allan Poe, John Wyndham, Hemingway and, inevitably, George Orwell and Aldous Huxley.8 But what really excited him were tales of Roman and Greek myths and Norse mythology. He would later add the ancient Indian epics to this list. Range, however, does need to be accompanied by the kind of critical training which sifts good from bad. Perversely, when he was told that Lobsang Rampa’s best-selling The Third Eye was a hoax – the author was no lama, but Cyril Henry Hoskin, from Plympton in Devon – Scott obstinately declared that he would continue to read it. Scott retained an uncomfortable relationship with works of rather muddy pseudo-philosophy.


When Scott was fifteen, he realised that unless he read more, he was unlikely to pass his O-Levels. Failure to get a sixth form place at a grammar school might lead to a life of financial, social and imaginative limitations. He aimed, therefore, for O-Levels in English, history, general science and geography. Scott’s only two ‘top of the form’ appearances were in Mick Graham’s English class and Maurice Davidson’s history class. The history of Empire, only recently converted into the Commonwealth, inspired him in a romantic, escapist way. Davidson fired Scott’s imagination; as in English, Scott began to read avidly, if somewhat uncritically. Of egregious interest was the story of Asiatic explorer Francis Younghusband, although the appalling British conduct against defenceless Tibetans in Younghusband’s 1904 Tibet incursion left its mark. This was probably Scott’s first contact with the Himalayas (other than the ascent of Everest talk in 1954, which he had largely ignored). When British imperial pride was shocked by the Suez Crisis in 1956, Scott was on Kinder at the time.


Scott was similarly absent on Arran, completing his first major new climbing route, when his O-Level results came through. He had passed in all but English. Four O-Levels, however, were sufficient to enter Mundella Grammar School, which came with the bonus of being co-educational. Scott left Cottesmore in 1957, little realising that – to the shock of his future colleagues – he would return as a teacher there in only a few years’ time.


Scott’s life at Mundella (motto: ‘Go Forward’), which closed in 1985, was much more organised and purposeful than at Cottesmore.9 He had to work hard to gain sufficient A-Levels to enter higher education; he had to re-sit his English O-Level; he kept up athletics training in the evenings; there were Scouting activities – he became a Queen’s Scout, an achievement of which he always remained proud. He played rugby on Saturday mornings, often went to jazz clubs on Saturday evenings and was away climbing for the remainder of the weekend. In sixth form, he met several of his earliest climbing partners and friends, though not all were fellow pupils. Some of those were female; the most durable of Scott’s female friendships was with Janice Brook, whom he married in 1962. (Their relationship did not begin until Scott had established himself at Loughborough College, some months after he left Mundella.)


A schoolfriend, Mick Poppleston, tells us that Doug was now diligent. He liked and respected Thomas Robinson, their history teacher, an inspiration in nineteenth-century European history with a first from Manchester to back it up. Robinson instilled in Scott a love of learning for its own sake, even to the extent of after-school work at the Mechanics’ Institute Library; as a result, Scott acquired an intellectual curiosity which never left him.


Despite (perhaps because of) some rather desultory coaching, Scott failed English O-Level for a second time. While a much stronger reader than hitherto, a limited ability to write discursively and critically let him down. Time he was now spending on climbing and rugby also worked against him, as did his pursuit of climbing manuals and mountaineering history. He passed, however, at his third attempt, thanks to a fascination for the topic of leadership serendipitously appearing. He had recently discovered the contrasting styles of Scott and Shackleton; Scott gave much thought throughout his mountaineering life to this topic.


Scott’s Mundella athletic career ended well. On 21 April 1959, he was presented with a tie, as Victor Ludorum, at the Albert Hall in Nottingham.


What remained at Mundella was planning his next educational stage: with two A-Levels (history and geography, passed in 1959), Scott could now enter further education. He elected to apply for the teacher training certificate in PE and geography at the excellent Loughborough College, as many climbers have done, in order to take advantage of teachers’ relatively long holidays.


In parallel to his academic and sporting career at Mundella was Scott’s rising interest in females. On his paper round while still at Cottesmore, almost certainly aged fourteen, Scott fell for a new neighbour, Jill. They became friendly, then rather inept (by his own admission) lovers. Perhaps after being discovered in flagrante delicto by a ‘disgusted’ Joyce, Scott was shattered on his next visit to discover Jill in the arms of another. Impressed by his devastated reaction, Jill offered a renewal of the relationship, but advice from a male climbing friend recommended rejection of all troublesome females and the relationship stopped.


During his first term at Mundella, however, Wes Hayden, another important early climbing partner, and Scott took two girls to Nottingham’s renowned Goose Fair. Scott’s partner was Susan Webster; her brother, Mick (Michael), became a fine amateur climber under Scott’s tutelage, and accompanied him to the Baffin Island big walls in 1973. Scott recognised that the raven-haired Susan was far brighter than he. Nor was she interested in sport or mountaineering. While Scott soon lost out to an older youth who became her husband, he and Susan remained friends, with perhaps more affection on Doug’s side than on Susan’s. However, as Susan remarks about her relationship with Scott, with a lifetime’s perspective:




Today, the usual large envelope arrived addressed to Mrs Sue Webster (although I have been Mrs Sue Holland now for 60 years). I knew it must be the usual Community Action for Nepal (sic) newsletter. Sadly it was this time in memory of Doug Scott CBE. I have always put it down to Doug’s egocentrism that he has always assumed that I must be interested in Nepal, although I never replied or donated, my interests being with social action therapy with working class, black & minority ethnic communities here in England. When I received the massive tome of his biography along with an appreciative card inside I was surprised that in retrospect he saw himself as a suitor that lost to my husband Ray. To me, he was one of many co-ed Grammar School buddies.


But my most vivid memory of Doug was when he persuaded me to go out on our own in freezing cold to an isolated rock in some wilderness somewhere, where he hauled me up on a rope. That was my most vivid but not fondest memory of Doug. My fondest memory was long ago, in 1993, after my father’s death when Dougie came to help me clear some of the furniture in his big old battered Volvo. That was the last time we met and I remember him with affection as big, good-natured bear-like Dougie.10
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The christening of Doug’s youngest brother, Garry, in October 1952. (Scott family collection)





Of even greater significance in Scott’s life was a fifth-form pupil at the time Scott left Mundella in 1959: Janice Brook. Their unruly yet sometimes brilliant marriage lasted for twenty-seven years.


Other newcomers had appeared during Scott’s time in secondary education. The most important was his brother Garry, born in 1952. Despite being eleven years Douglas’s junior, they bonded successfully, for example spending time together on cycling excursions along the canal in the Wollaton and Bramcote districts. They climbed the Hemlock Stone freestyle and rewarded themselves with ginger beer, in true Enid Blyton fashion, from glass bottles. Later, while Scott was moving from teaching to becoming a professional climber in 1972, the brothers entered into a building partnership. Garry, like Brian, who studied medicine in London, went on to Nottingham University to study civil engineering, and at the time of writing is still working for Leicester City Council as Project Director, Major Transport Schemes.


Although Loughborough formed the final part of Scott’s education, his life there was consumed by climbing and developing climbing connections.
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Starting Out: Climbs in the UK, 1955–60




‘I don’t object to people going to the mountains. I just don’t want to meet them.’


– Doug Scott





Scott’s formative climbing period lasted from 1955 to 1960. During this exciting time, the ethical and technical foundations of the Scott edifice were laid. He consolidated his local reputation; he first led on a new route and in 1958 began his Alpine climbing career. At Easter 1960, Scott visited Ben Nevis (1344m) and the Mamores for the first time. Here, he experienced the epiphany which decided him to commit his life to climbing.1


When did Scott start climbing? The biographical pages on the ‘Doug Scott’ website declare he was twelve. In Up and About, however, he tells us that his first, introductory, summer camp with the Scouts took place – without any climbing – on Exmoor in 1953. Then Scott informs us in some detail about his first visit to the Black Rocks on a Scout hike at ‘Easter 1955’, when he would have been almost fourteen. Here, he observed ‘men climbing the rocks’, and calls it, ‘something completely new’.2 This year seems by far the most likely as it fits better with dates we can objectively confirm.


Many outstanding climbers began their careers in the 1950s, thanks to changed educational practices and economic conditions. The founding and development of such organisations as the Public Schools Exploring Society (1932), Outward Bound (1941) and the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme (1956) were encouraged. (George Scott served on the Nottingham Co-ordinating Committee for the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award.) Reforms also stimulated competitive change in older organisations such as the Boy Scouts. Organisers and founders sought to improve mental and physical wellbeing in young people through Outdoor Education, though a wide variety of emphases from ‘character-building’ to the acquisition of useful life skills was exercised. Happily for Scott, the outstanding pre-war climber and Everester, Sir Jack Longland, had become Director of Education for Derbyshire (where Scott’s first climbs took place) in 1949.3 In 1951, he brought about – in the face of considerable opposition – the opening of White Hall, the UK’s first ‘outdoor pursuits’ centre, on the western periphery of the Peak District. As Longland declared in a letter to Mountain magazine, then renowned for its controversies, ‘Some of us have been trying to further the beliefs of Geoffrey Young and of Kurt Hahn,4 the inspirer of those Outward Bound schools which, amongst others, nurtured Doug Scott.’5
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On the way to Scout camp at Retford, 28 May 1955, the day before Doug’s fourteenth birthday. Doug is third from the left. Photo courtesy of the Nottingham Evening News.




With these changes came the end of petrol rationing in May 1950. Its immediate consequence was to encourage greater geographical mobility: most pre-war climbers had tended to walk or cycle to their climbing destinations. Travelling by car meant that expenses could be pooled, so greater distances could be travelled. From there, only one step led to the formation of climbing and walking clubs, with their members transported by bus. If a club wasn’t available, or the climber was not a ‘clubable’ sort, hitch-hiking then became a preferred mode of transport for the impecunious and the solitary.


Transport had improved; so had access. The Mass Trespass on Kinder Scout in 1932 led to improvements (in England) in the laws governing access to hill country. The creation of the UK’s first national park, the Peak District (which includes Kinder Scout), coincided usefully in 1950 with the end of petrol rationing. Many young people became interested in escaping from the city to explore our upland areas – one of the themes of Scott’s writings, not least because of the city’s lack of affordable entertainment and the filthy air conditions, only alleviated by the Clean Air Act, 1956. The 1950s thus held considerable outdoor promise.


Scott was no exception in becoming a member of some of these post-war organisations. In May 1950, he had joined the Cubs, but was expelled after only two years: the Cub leader had offended Douglas with his sarcasm, despite Douglas’s success in earning more than any other Cubs during Bob-A-Job week; a well-placed punch to the leader’s groin brought Douglas’s immediate departure. (The story also carries a rather concerning implication of Scott’s aversion to the leader’s effeminacy.)


Scott nonetheless joined the Scouts in 1953. The father of one of his earliest climbing partners and school friends, Mick Garside, ran the local YMCA Scout Group in Nottingham city centre. Introduced to Scott in a coffee bar in Canal Street, Nottingham – according to the approved manner of the time – Mick persuaded Scott to join the troop. It was a momentous decision.


Scott’s first summer camp took place on Exmoor in 1953. Here, he was joined by Wes Hayden, another long-standing early climbing partner. Scott learned to smoke, although unsuccessfully: it made him vomit; on later expeditions, he mostly smoked bidis.6 Despite this setback, another of his earliest Scout climbing partners, Dez Hadlum, recalls that Scott even then was ‘fitter and stronger’ than the other Scouts. Scott became proficient in first aid, one of several humanitarian skills he would practise during his expeditions.


Learning first aid and camping chimed well with his father’s curriculum vitae: in 1961, George became a ‘Serving Brother of the most Venerable Order of St John of Jerusalem’.7 ‘Preventing and relieving sickness and injury’, the St John’s ideal, would prove useful: after he retired from the police in 1965, George joined the former Nottinghamshire Children’s Department. A This Is Your Life booklet, in fine calligraphy, presented to him on his final retirement refers to his giving ‘many evenings and week-ends to take groups of young people walking and climbing in the Peak District and further afield’. It is not hard to make the leap from George’s Peak District activities to his eldest son’s Scouting first aid knowledge being applied at ‘clinics’ for locals on expedition walk-ins, or to the founding of CAN itself.


Scout camps developed further skills and interests across the seasons: in summer, Scott broadened his familiarity with trees and their ancient, mystical (when referring to the Celts’ reverence for them) qualities.8 Winter camps were particularly exciting when, for example, negotiating the slippery, ice-covered boulders of the King’s Brook down to the River Soar, the start of the route leading to many arduous, perilous trudges along some of the world’s greatest glaciers.


The first pivotal moment in Scott’s climbing career occurred at Easter 1955. On a hike from a Scout camp near Wirksworth, just west of Derbyshire’s beautiful Derwent Valley, he spotted men with ropes on the Black Rocks above the town of Cromford. This activity surpassed even the excitement of tree-climbing! The siren’s call was answered: Douglas and his friends were soon clambering about on the rocks at the base and gullies at the side: ‘I was more than curious; I was smitten,’ he says in Up and About.


Only a fortnight later, with two more of his earliest climbing companions, Clive Smith and Terence ‘Stengun’ Sterney, Scott cycled the eighty-kilometre round trip from Nottingham up the Derwent Valley to Cromford. Their first climb, Fat Man’s Chimney, an 18m Diff described unappetisingly as a ‘squeezy green rift’ was followed by Central Buttress and Lone Tree Gully. Their equipment has become the stuff of legend: for a rope, Scott used his mother’s washing-line (umbilical cord?) while Stengun used his father’s car’s tow-rope. Thus began what Scott declared to the end of his life to be his favourite kind of climbing: an afternoon’s cragging.


Cragging became the primary weekend activity. Outside the rugby season, Scott would spend the weekend camping and climbing with his friends. He acquired, through birthday presents – his birthday occurring conveniently near the start of the summer season – a tent, Primus stove and personal gear such as Tricouni-nailed boots and karabiners. His group graduated from the Black Rocks to gritstone crags such as Birchen Edge, east of Baslow, described by UKClimbing as having ‘a friendly atmosphere and a good collection of low grade routes’. Birchen Edge had the bonus of the nearby Robin Hood pub, with a base camp just behind it, at what was then called Moorside Farm. The pro-climbing farmer, who loved the company of the new wave of climbers, was Ben Froggatt; he would offer a berth in his sweet-smelling hay barn for one shilling a night. He was also a one-man information exchange for the predominantly young climbing community. Fellow-expeditioner Dez Hadlum recalls a typical weekend:




On Saturday morning we had rugby; then the X2 bus to Bakewell; Hulley’s bus to the Robin Hood Inn; walk up to Birchen’s Edge. [Doug] thought he could build a snow cave but there was not enough snow, so we built a three-walled wind protection instead. We shared our sleeping bags naked but lasted only two hours. Later, we tried string underwear but that didn’t last much longer.


In summer, out of the rugby season, we got one extra night, but what we dreaded was Doug saying, ‘Let’s just . . .’ ‘Let’s just . . .’ meant a weekend camp at Edale; a hike over Kinder Scout to the Downfall9 and ‘pull in’ Bleaklow as well. We complained but got nowhere: Doug was our leader and inspiration.10





In 1956, probably at Easter, an important step forward occurred when Scott and friends (we are not given their names, apart from Mick Garside) were sent on the initiative of Mr Happer, the ‘strict but humane’ Cottesmore Head Teacher who encouraged outdoor activities, to White Hall on an Outdoor Education course. Instead of learning by trial and error, they would receive tuition from some of the finest climbers in the country, such as Harold Drasdo, Joe Brown and Gordon Mansell.11


The White Hall warden from 1955 to 1959 was the outstanding climber and polymath, Geoffrey Sutton, another formative if more distant influence.12 Sutton had already climbed with Don Whillans and Joe Brown; by getting to know Sutton, not only did Scott establish his connection to these exceptional climbers, but they, with others, formed the élite Alpine Climbing Group in 1952. Scott joined in 1961 and was president from 1975 to 1977. Scott recalls the hospitality shown to him by Sutton and his wife, Ann, when he would arrive at White Hall on a Friday evening: ‘The Warden, Geoff Sutton, tall, broad-shouldered and usually wearing thigh-length sealskin boots from a Greenland expedition, was there to greet us and invite us into the kitchen. His charming wife Anne [sic] would cook us delicious, garlic-flavoured omelettes for supper as we sat listening to stories told by permanent staff members Harold Drasdo and Andrew Maxfield.’13


Encouraging spontaneity, rather than stifling initiative through excessive instruction, was emphasised. Climbing and belaying were practised on nearby crags such as Windgather and Castle Naze, situated between Chapel-en-le-Frith and Macclesfield. Students were given the lead once the instructors thought they were ready. Hill-walking skills, particularly the use of map and compass, figured on the course as well. The underlying idea was to increase personal responsibility with a minimum of pressure.


Thanks to school, White Hall and the Scouts, Scott’s social circle was expanding. He and Mick Garside, with Clive Smith, all signed up for a weekly Mountaineering Association course at Lenton Boulevard school. Fortune allocated to them the effervescently lively, roguish instructor Bob Pettigrew, later MBE. Bob and Scott became lifelong friends. Scott and Mick Garside rose a notch in the climbing world by becoming rescue technique demonstrators. Bob’s students exercised on the school’s wallbars and learnt navigation while going through a whole mountain rescue syllabus. He encouraged and stimulated his students with books and films from his own extraordinary Alpine and Himalayan experience.


Geographical horizons were expanding, also. Bob Pettigrew ran Scout expeditions to the Beddgelert Forest in North Wales at that time. Funding for these trips was made available from Nottingham City Education Authority through the good offices of Ken Wall, Inspector of Education, who was an early pioneer and enthusiast for Outdoor Education in the Longland tradition. Scott participated on at least one of these in 1954 or 1955, and the idea for forming the NCC (founded 1961) may have originated here.


Interest in North Wales grew. Mick Garside, who had recently completed a course run by Olympian athlete and outstanding mountaineer John Disley, at Snowdonia’s Plas-y-Brenin, enthusiastically persuaded Scott to join him in North Wales at Whitsun, 1956. The pair took the bus from Nottingham to Llandudno, then hiked over the Carneddau to the Ogwen Valley. Inexperience told: their tent caught fire and was reduced to its frame; they had to seek farmhouse accommodation, on tick. From the farmhouse they climbed, first unsuccessfully, on Tryfan’s Milestone Buttress, then on Little Tryfan, where their first multi-pitch routes were completed. The pair then walked over the Glyderau to the Conwy Valley and so, blistered and weary, to Llandudno and the long bus journey home.


Horizons were stretching in other directions in 1956. Following an imagination-stimulant from Bob Pettigrew concerning the legend of the Madwoman’s Stones on the Kinder plateau, Scott and Mick, this time accompanied by John Hudson and Pete Newbold, caught a bus to Bakewell, from where they first walked to Ashford. (Scott claims that this hillwalk took place at ‘half-term’, but as the Suez Crisis, which forms the external context to this expedition, had occurred in August, the Scott memory must again be rather wayward.) After a wet night, the foursome set off up Kinder, to cross its then mostly trackless plateau through twisting, deep, muddy groughs. The party arrived at the top of Grindsbrook Clough after two days of failing to find Kinder’s ‘summit’; they then turned east along the scarp edge to the Stones. A food-replenishing trip down to Edale brought jingoistic news of the Suez Crisis. The route was concluded by a descent to Ladybower reservoir then along the gritstone edges – and some blister-making roads – to Bakewell. Scott says this expedition left an indelible impression on him; he often returned.


[image: Illustration]


On Arran, in 1957, on a White Hall expedition in August, Scott led his first multi-pitch route. This lead was the Hard VS Rosa Pinnacle South Ridge Direct. This grey granite pinnacle lies just off the summit of Cir Mhor (A’ Chir Mhòr, 799m), Arran’s ‘Matterhorn’, to the west of Goat Fell. Maureen Mansell tells us that to undertake such a lead suggests Scott must have been unusually strong (it’s a 160m route) and mature for his age – he would have been sixteen at the time: he was there, after all, as a guest instructor, so had clearly made very rapid progress during his two-year acquaintanceship with White Hall. Gordon Mansell, who had arrived as Instructor at White Hall only in January 1957, spoke with pride about Scott being ‘a student of mine’. Another member of the trip to Arran was Harold Drasdo, then a full-time instructor at White Hall. While Drasdo would have had nominal charge of the climb before handing over to Scott, the overall trip leader would have been Geoffrey Sutton, the warden, with his wife, Ann.


The journey to Arran was made by Land Rover, full of camping gear and provisions. The students, perhaps a dozen or so, travelled by hired minivan driven by either White Hall’s boilerman or handyman. Accommodation was under canvas close to the Glen Sannox Youth Hostel, within easy walking distance of Cir Mhor. The warden and the permanent instructors took duty turns to do all the cooking for the course’s duration.


In the early evening, Scott led Harold, Maureen, Gordon and probably Mick Garside up Glen Sannox and over The Saddle to Cir Mhor for the climb. On the first of the two ropes, Scott led Mick Garside, with Harold Drasdo as third member or soloing just behind. The second rope comprised Gordon Mansell leading his future wife, Maureen. Because of the danger of rockfall, the first rope would climb, belay all members and await the second rope, both ropes climbing fast between belays. Scott was, it seems, ‘cheered on’ by the others. This was a free climb: pegs and pitons were not issued to White Hall at that time. The only technical equipment used, other than nylon rope, was slings and karabiners. Scott recalls, ‘We set off to climb . . . a splendid symmetrical peak in the centre of the island. It was the longest route I’d yet done. I was pushed into the lead, spurred on by these luminaries watching from below, feeding my ego as I made short work of the layback crux. The rock was just wonderful, the setting superb and the company always inspiring.’14


Back in Nottingham, Geoff Stroud came on the scene shortly after the Arran success. Geoff lived only a mile from Charlbury Road but attended a different school. He recalls, however, the indefatigable Sergeant Scott coming to his primary school to give road safety lessons. Geoff became friendly at Mundella with Wes Hayden, who mentioned Doug and his unusual climbing abilities, with the result that Geoff and Doug first met at the Scout Jubilee Jamboree in Sutton Coldfield in August 1957, just before Doug transferred to Mundella. Geoff then joined the 1st Nottingham YMCA Scout Troop, with Doug and Wes. Wes and Geoff were a year above Scott at Mundella, suggesting Scott’s relative maturity. They enjoyed regular Rover Scout weekend outings to the various millstone grit edges where Scott had begun his climbing career. They also kept fit and earned some trip-money working at Car Colston farm, taking in the harvest, despite it being a fifty-kilometre round trip, sometimes by bike, at other times by hitching. Even the seasoned farmhands were impressed by Scott’s strength – the farmer did ask Brian what Douglas had had for breakfast that he (Brian) hadn’t, the difference in the two lads’ physiques being obvious.
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