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– Author’s Note –


This is the latest book in a recent series about the leading climbers of the 1980s and 1990s and the third published by Vertebrate, following the memoirs of Jerry Moffatt and Ron Fawcett. My original plan was to write these memoirs as a first-person autobiography, in a similar way to those of Moffatt and Fawcett, but it quickly became obvious to me that this wouldn’t work for Ben Moon. Ben’s father Jeremy was an important part of his story and yet Ben barely knew him from first-hand experience and it seemed unnatural to tell Jeremy’s story in this way. Then there was the complication of Ben’s own writings, his letters and occasional articles, which are thoughtful, inquiring and often stylish – and in direct contrast to his approach to interviews which is direct and laconic. Matching these together struck me as too artificial, and showed me that had he the time and inclination, Ben would be perfectly capable of writing his own story in his own voice. So this book is an authorised biography, giving Ben’s version of events only, especially of matters related to climbing. Occasionally, when his memory proved especially vague, I sought help from others, but only in relation to more personal matters.





Ed Douglas


Sheffield, December 2014









– Prologue –
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Climbers on the Inaccessible Pinnacle, Sgùrr Dearg, Isle of Skye, in the 1930s.


Photo: Jack Moon/Moon Family Collection.











In early 1944, the Scottish climber W. H. Murray, then incarcerated in a German prisoner-of-war camp near the Czechoslovakian town of Mährisch Trübau, began work for the second time on his book Mountaineering in Scotland. His first manuscript, written on toilet paper donated by the Red Cross, had just been confiscated by the Gestapo. Half starved, but with access to paper and a library in which to work, Murray was actually relieved to be starting again. This time, he promised himself, he would write a book that was less about extreme climbs and insouciance in the face of danger, and more about the ‘feeling for beauty’ mountains inspire. He opened his book in the Cuillin mountains of Skye, which he had explored thoroughly in the 1930s, a place and time of complete freedom recalled from prison and the depths of war. If you wanted to find the soul of British climbing, you could do worse than to start looking among the Cuillins.


The camp, covered in snow, was set in woodland and the light was often flat and grey, which might explain Murray’s intense description of dawn over the mountains: ‘The grey sky was steadily changing to cornflower blue and black rock to ashen. To obtain a still finer vantage point we moved east to Sgurr a’Mhadaidh. No sooner did we reach the top than the sun rose. Down in the basin of Coruisk, the cloud-surface at once flashed into flame, as though a stupendous crucible were filled with burning silver. The twenty turrets of the Cuillin, like islands lapped by fire-foam, flushed faintly pink. The shade crimsoned. Within a space of minutes, the rocks had run the gamut of autumn leafage, “yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red.” Beyond such bare words one may say little. The mind fails one, miserably and painfully, before great beauty. It cannot understand. Yet it would contain more.’


More than sixty years after Murray wrote these words, a small gang of friends set out in similar spirit from Glen Brittle in the pre-dawn light to walk the length of the Cuillin ridge. Their plan, if you can call it a plan, since that requires actual planning, would take them up into Coir’ a’ Ghrunnda and the summit of Sgurr Dubh an Da Bheinn on the ridge proper. From there they would walk to the ridge’s most easterly summit, Gars-Bheinn, work their way back and, after taking in the summit of Sgurr Dubh Mor, continue along the ridge, scrambling across Murray’s ‘twenty turrets’, towards the finish at Sgurr nan Gillean.


First they had to overcome the famous Thearlaich-Dubh gap, a notch in the ridge you abseil into and climb out of at the moderate standard of Very Difficult, although it is wickedly polished now, unlike in Murray’s day. Still, there can have been few parties in the history of mountaineering so qualified to overcome this particular challenge, even if, in all honesty, they weren’t sufficiently fit for the rest of it. Chris Plant, Derbyshire born, quiet and well liked, someone who had started climbing in the traditional way, had worked his way through the grades and in the late 1980s was suddenly one of the best rock climbers in the country. Except that Plant Pot, as he is universally known, stumbled on the path up to Coir’ a’ Ghrunnda and injured himself. You go on, he said to the rest of the party, without me. No matter: there was still no shortage of talent. Ben Tetler remains an almost mythical figure in British rock climbing – not least for his astonishing solo ascent in 1999 of the Curbar frightener Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door – with a deep interest in political economy, prompting him to call a new route at the Staffordshire Roaches The Spectatorship of the Proletariat. Ben Pritchard had climbed all kinds of challenges, from the hardest boulder problems to the big walls of Yosemite, often in his professional role of climbing cameraman and filmmaker, one of the best and best known in Britain.


Then there was the star of the group and the subject of this book – Ben Moon, just past his forty-first birthday. Had you been reading climbing magazines in the mid 1980s, you would not have predicted his presence on the Cuillin ridge twenty years later. His style was about as far removed from the purple dreamy prose of Murray as it was possible to get; a punk-rock fan with a wild hairdo and a terse way of speaking his mind. He was for some the epitome of the sport-climbing revolution then engulfing British climbing, a process that would, according to some, undermine the very foundations of everything that was valuable about the sport. From this distance in time, it is hard to believe the level of hostility aimed at sport climbing. He and his cohort were routinely described as soulless. By focusing on the difficulty of a climb, by making it safe so a sequence of moves could be practised again and again, Ben Moon was destroying something fundamentally important to earlier generations. Climbing would be, quite literally in the minds of some critics, emasculated.


Ben didn’t feel the need to explain himself. Most of those criticising had little conception of what he was about. On the few occasions early in his climbing career when people got around to asking Ben what drove him, he seemed to invite hostility: ‘I don’t climb to be in pretty places,’ he once said, which drove those nurtured on the romanticism of W. H. Murray to distraction. Had they dug a little deeper, they would have discovered the young revolutionary was as inspired by the romance and freedom of the hills as anyone else. The aesthetic of climbing, the beauty of a great line, the shapes a climber’s body could make, all these were of interest to him, of far more interest than grades or sponsorship deals.
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Ben in the Sheffield Polytechnic cafeteria on Broomgrove Road.


Photo: Ben Moon Collection.











Critics argued that by using bolts to protect climbs, Ben and his kind had robbed rock climbing of its psychological interest; that their version of the sport was simply a physical challenge. If, after reading this book, you still believe that to be true, then it has failed. The threat of physical injury was largely removed, that’s incontrovertible, but the psychological pressure of completing a project right at the limits of what’s possible is intense, and in the 1980s it was still barely understood. Ben wasn’t just one of the first redpoint climbers in history, he was and remains one of the best, in the same class as Wolfgang Güllich, the equivalent in the modern era of Chris Sharma or Adam Ondra. His realised projects, such as Sea of Tranquility, are still considered desperately hard almost a quarter of a century after they were first climbed.


His ascent of Hubble in 1990 was a step so far into the unknown that no one, not even Ben, realised how far – it is likely to have been the first 9a in history. His strength, ability and focus were so intense that sport climbing in the UK stalled for a while after Ben’s generation. Surpassing what had been done was just too much to contemplate. Not only did Ben adopt and then master this new form of climbing, he did it again in the 1990s in transforming the art of bouldering into a branch of climbing that was instantly appealing, democratic and cool. As it turned out, sport climbing and bouldering didn’t destroy the best traditions of British climbing. They just made British climbing bigger.


Behind his athletic brilliance, behind the guesswork and hostility around how he climbed, Ben Moon’s story is far richer and more complex than those who rejected the sport-climbing project could possible have imagined. He was most often compared to his near-contemporary Jerry Moffatt, but while they shared a usually friendly rivalry that pushed them to try harder, Ben’s personality, background and motivation were fundamentally different. On his shelves are tomes just as venerable and inspiring as Mountaineering in Scotland, a gift from his grandfather who was a contemporary of Murray’s and a keen amateur climber himself, who had climbed on Skye and took a great interest and pleasure in his grandson’s success. On the walls of Ben’s family home are some favourite works by his father, the artist Jeremy Moon. Jeremy’s legacy is also important in Ben’s story, as it was for his brother Rob, also on Skye that day to try the Cuillin Ridge.


They finished it, eventually, although Ben backed off leading Naismith’s Route and they were forced to doss out for the night, still short of Am Basteir. He joked afterwards it was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Stumbling towards the Sligachan Hotel, footsore and parched, it must have felt that way. He must also have felt a connection to his grandfather, more than seventy years on from his own blissful summer days there. And had any of those who once regarded Ben as the unacceptable face of modern climbing met him coming down, it might have caused them to reconsider – like seeing Joe Strummer in St Paul’s Cathedral.


Perhaps this book will change at least some of their minds about what climbing can be.









– Hoop-La –
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Ben in Jeremy’s studio on Latchmere Road.


Photo: Moon Family Collection.











‘The real art isn’t in the revolution, it’s in the evolution, that’s what Jeremy would say.’


David Moon is sitting in the living room of the semi-detached house his older brother Jeremy bought half a century ago to raise his family and in which to paint. Outside, the grid of suburban streets expands around the house, ending abruptly to the north and east where Kingston upon Thames meets the expanse of Richmond Park. To the west is the Thames itself and to the south, Kingston’s town centre and the railway station. It’s here, in suburbia, where Ben Moon was born in 1966.


The town has been commuter belt for almost as long as such a thing has existed – almost, but not quite. When the railway boom got underway, landowners in Kingston were reluctant to make room for such a noisy and dangerous experiment, not when the coaching industry was so important to the local economy. So the London and Southampton Railway was diverted a mile to the south and the first local station was called New Kingston, or Kingston-upon-Railway. When Kingston finally got its own station, New Kingston reverted to the name of the nearby hamlet of Surbiton.


London’s suburbs are human life demarcated by the working day, by train timetables and bus routes, and the muted whine of jets sinking towards Heathrow. They are a place just off-stage, somewhere to change your costume and return to the spotlight, somewhere to wash your car at the weekend, where the state schools are good enough to send your kids, where the parks are large enough to qualify as a facsimile of countryside – a notion geographers term subtopia.


We like to characterise the geometric acres of near-identical houses and predictable behaviour we associate with suburbia as being toxic for creative minds. It breeds a kind of idiosyncratic resistance. On television, in its most benign form, it’s the self-sufficiency of 1970s show The Good Life. A little more darkly, it’s the secrets and sex of Desperate Housewives. In the late 1970s the bored resentment of punk was, quite literally, in the case of Camberley band The Members, the sound of the suburbs.


The antidote to that trope, novelist J. G. Ballard, lived until his death a few miles to the west of Kingston, down the branch line in Shepperton. Ballard spent most of his working life anatomising modernity and the dehumanising impacts of technology and a compromised environment.


Ballard used to tell newspaper interviewers who arrived from the metropolis marvelling at the somnolent world this most contemporary of novelists inhabited that he came because of the space and quiet – and to monitor the flickering pulse of the middle classes. When his wife died unexpectedly, leaving him a widower with three young children, he stayed put to raise his family and focus on his work.


He also understood that his sight of the world, which he articulated in his books, was a thin flame easily extinguished. Being in the middle of everything and competing with others can be a terrible distraction from the process of observing. The myriad versions of human experience can crowd in, muscling what you were trying to say to one side. Most of us are simply copying machines, and not even very good ones. Imagining something new, and being able to realise it, takes confidence and absolute concentration.


Focus is necessarily a constant theme in this book, albeit in the context of rock climbing and not art. Although it is perhaps less certain than many suppose where the boundaries between these two activities lie. We associate sport with hard work and practice; habits that make movement routine, hardwired in our brains, bodies that are trained to perform to their maximum potential.


The nature of creative genius is more of a mystery. It’s perceived as a divine spark that changes base metal to gold. It adds glamour and excitement. Architecture seems creative in a way that engineering does not. Poets draw attention in a way copywriters don’t. Yet the boundaries between what is creative and what is not are less obvious than we often assume.


For the Greeks, there was only one truly creative process, albeit not in the romantic sense we understand: poiesis, from which we derive the word poetry. Art and music were merely techne, the physical making of things by the application of rules, and consequently best left to artisans from the lower social orders.


We don’t see it this way. Our culture venerates artists and musicians as much as or even more so than poets. Yet, like the Greeks, we limit ourselves with our own set of arbitrary boundaries. The idea there might be something creative in an activity like rock climbing would seem alien to many rock climbers, let alone the public. But, for the purposes of this book, and the telling of the life of Ben Moon, allow for the possibility that the states of mind in which great art is produced may be similar to that of a rock climber finally solving a sequence of moves on rock of the utmost difficulty.


Johnny Dawes is a friend and contemporary of Ben Moon, part of a generation that transformed climbing arguably more than any other. Dawes is a climber of a different mettle – fluid, mercurial, instinctive – but when asked whether climbing holds any resemblance to dance, he offered an answer touching on self-expression that could apply equally to Ben Moon or any other climber as it does to himself:


‘Any time you move, your emotional state is shown in your movement. So when you move on rock it makes you remember who you are. Climbing, like dancing, reminds me of who I am and gives me hope and affection for the world. Mozart’s music sounds like some form of astronomical maths transposed into sound. If you climb well, or if you dance well, it reconnects you with the person you really are.’


Ben’s father Jeremy Moon was a young abstract artist who came to prominence in the Young Contemporaries exhibition at the RBA[1] Galleries in 1962, just a year after enrolling at the Central School of Art in Holborn. By the time he moved to Kingston in the early summer of 1966, he’d got married, to Beth, and she had given birth to their first son, Robert. Their second son, Benedick, was born two weeks after they moved in, at home in their bedroom.


Artistically, Jeremy’s life was also on the upswing. During 1966 his work was shown in galleries around the world – Minneapolis, Seattle, Washington, Vancouver, Ottawa, Milan – and he was preparing a new solo show in London. He needed space for a growing family and also somewhere he could build a studio large enough to cope with the scale of his ambitious work.


Jeremy does not fit the popular image of a tortured artist. ‘Jeremy was good fun,’ his brother David says. ‘I never think of him as being moody or depressed. Our father Jack was. Jeremy was more like our mother Ruth.’


Yet if Jeremy was more level headed and calmly focused than his father, it took him a while to find his path. This was largely to do with expectations of class and what he perceived as the wishes of his parents. He was born in the affluent Cheshire market town of Altrincham in the summer of 1934. His father, Jack, was a lawyer in Manchester – ‘a good old-fashioned family solicitor’ as David puts it. After Jeremy came Penny, then David, eight years younger than his brother, followed finally by Diana, twelve years Jeremy’s junior. Both boys were entered for Shrewsbury School where their father had gone, and their grandfather before him.


‘Father was a frustrated engineer,’ David says. ‘He would like to have been in manufacturing and was actually director of a small horticultural engineering company. He loved all that. Liked cars as well.’ A love of cars and motorbikes is something that links all three generations: grandfather, father, uncle and son. Jack’s ‘pride and joy’ was an Allard roadster but Jeremy arguably carried his passion further than all of them. He had a Morgan for a while in the late 1950s, and a one-cylinder Isetta, a bubble car, which he drove around Europe. And there is a blend of joy and envy on David’s face when he describes the 1932 2-litre Lagonda Continental Jeremy owned: ‘That was a beautiful car. It had mudguards connected to the front wheels so when you turned them, the mudguards turned too.’


Jeremy also loved motorbikes and took David on track days at Oulton Park in Cheshire and Brands Hatch. ‘I remember he borrowed my one-piece suit,’ David says. ‘He had a heavy crash and it came back scratched. He said: “What are you complaining about? Now it looks like the genuine article.”’


Parenthood curtailed Jeremy’s passion for bikes, albeit temporarily. Not long before Rob was born in 1964, he went out for a final blast around London before selling his beloved Norton only for the police to pull him over for speeding. He explained the situation and the police waved him on with the suggestion that a prospective father might go more carefully. After the move to Kingston, from Swiss Cottage in north-west London where he and Beth had been living with Rob, Jeremy had bikes again to commute into central London where he was teaching at Saint Martins and then at the Chelsea School of Art.


He bought a new Honda 125 in 1972, ‘a fabulous little bike’, according to David, but graduated soon after to a 350cc two-stroke Kawasaki triple with the characteristic double exhaust, notorious for being the fastest bike for its engine size, and equally notorious for being difficult to handle. ‘Nothing happened until you got the revs up,’ David recalled, ‘but after that it just took off. That was the last one.’


Jack Moon didn’t just hand down his passion for speed and engines. He was a zealous golfer, playing off a handicap of just three, although, as the antithesis of the clubbable man, he couldn’t stand the social life of his golf club in Hale. Jeremy also played as a boy, as would Ben when his climbing career began to wind down. In a letter to Ben, Jack recalled Jeremy playing as a junior member: ‘In fact, it was at Hale Golf Course that his appendix blew up, and he had to struggle back to Glenwood and the surgeon carried him into his own car and straight to hospital and operated immediately.’


Golf wasn’t Jack’s only passion. He also had a great love of mountains and mountaineering, ignited by another curious link between art and climbing. ‘I first got really bitten with climbing when I read Oppenheimer’s The Heart of Lakeland,’ he wrote to Ben in 1991, towards the end of his life. Lehmann Oppenheimer’s 1908 account is one of the early classics of rock-climbing literature capturing the spirit of the times – fugs of pipe smoke, damp tweeds and such irascible luminaries as Oscar Eckenstein, inventor of the modern crampon, introduced by Lehman in the guise of ‘The Wanderer’.


Oppenheimer’s book was published towards the end of the heyday of the community of climbers that developed the sport in its earliest days. This was the era of gully climbing, of John Buckingham’s hemp ropes and the strict commandment that the leader must not fall. It is hard to conceive of a climbing world of greater contrast to that epitomised by Ben Moon, and yet this was the book his grandfather gave him as Ben’s early interest in climbing developed, and which he still cherishes.


Its focus was Wasdale Head and the Wastwater Hotel, and many of its principals were drawn from the professional classes of Manchester that Jack Moon knew well. There were the five Hopkinson brothers, all eminent figures, and their cousins and near-neighbours from Alderley Edge, the Pilkingtons. As climbing historian Alan Hankinson put it: ‘They went to church each Sunday, read the Manchester Guardian and were taken to Hallé Orchestra concerts but never to the theatre. They epitomised the earnest, responsible, confident, thrusting spirit of the time.’
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The Direct Route on the Eastern Buttress, Sron na Ciche, Isle of Skye, in the 1930s.


Photo: Jack Moon/Moon Family Collection.











Jack Moon’s climbing experiences came long after this initial phase of the sport’s development, but something of the philosophy of that first wave, which was circumspect in publicising its activity and largely inclusive, is apparent in his letters to Ben: ‘Our approach to climbing was quite different. We used to go in groups and climb with people of quite different standards – totally uncompetitive but wonderful, with the joy of just being there with good companions, and surrounded by a mountain landscape. Happy days indeed.’


Lehmann Oppenheimer didn’t just write about this eccentric flowering of Lake District climbing, he was an active participant, particularly in Buttermere, devoting a chapter in The Heart of Lakeland to the protracted first ascent of Stack Ghyll on Haystacks, completed on New Year’s Eve, 1900.


He was also a gifted mosaic artist and exhibitor at the Royal Academy, taking over the family business established by his father Ludwig. A beautiful example of the firm’s work is in the Honan Chapel, University of Cork, a late flowering of the Irish Arts and Crafts movement. Both Lehmann and his son, the art critic Eric Newton, fought in the Great War. Lehmann died aged forty-eight after being gassed in one of the last actions of the Somme Offensive.


In 1933, Jack Moon married Ruth, who is, at the time of writing, still active at the age of 104, recently organising a sponsored walk for charity. Ruth’s father had been a Methodist minister in Hale, before moving to a church in Bournemouth, where Ruth was born in 1910 and where her father died a few years later. Her mother, a determined and enterprising woman, opened a guesthouse to support her two daughters. When doctors suggested the Dorset climate might be too enervating for Ruth’s delicate older sister, she opened another guesthouse in milder Broadstairs, which she later leased to move to Wimbledon, so Ruth, a talented musician, could pursue her studies in London. When she and her mother took up an invitation to visit old friends in Hale, she met another guest – Jack Moon.


Ruth was just twenty-one when they were engaged. She shared some of her husband’s enthusiasms, and tried climbing, but had passions of her own, particularly for music, playing both the piano and cello. She also practised eurhythmics, a kind of kinaesthetic approach to education and personal development, essentially experiencing rhythm through movement, a way to unleash physical creativity. During her youth, eurhythmics was at the height of its popularity and would influence her son Jeremy, and ultimately, perhaps, her grandson too.


The connection Jack had to the pioneering days of climbing and the tales they inspired was thrilling for Ben. ‘We had a wedding present of a weekend at Hassness in Buttermere,’ Jack wrote to him, ‘which was then owned by Sydney O’Hanlon, who was a friend of my father. The present included taking another couple, one of whom, the wife, was a niece of Oppenheimer’s.’


Although his grandson’s commitment to the sport was immeasurably more intense and professional, and in an ethical context far removed from that of the Lake District pioneers, Ben is still fascinated by its origins and his grandfather’s involvement in the sport. In the late 1980s, as he approached the height of his powers, Ben and other sport climbers were routinely condemned for undermining the foundations of the sport, for not caring about the great traditions. And yet in his letters Ben would prompt his grandfather for memories of his own brief climbing career, curtailed, as was expected in that era, by the responsibilities of marriage, career and fatherhood – the risks were simply too great to justify continuing.


Neither of Jack’s sons showed great interest in their father’s passion for climbing, although they both enjoyed trips to the mountains. So Ben’s complete absorption in the sport was an opportunity for Jack to revisit the carefree days of his young adulthood. He gave Ben his small climbing library, treasured and now valuable books like Colin Kirkus’ Let’s Go Climbing! and W. P. Haskett Smith’s Climbing in the British Isles. It was a way of reaching down the generations. Ben would pore over these books, and was still reading the Kirkus on a bouldering trip to Fontainebleau years later; he quizzed his grandfather about annotations in the margins that noted his own activity.


‘Yes, I remember Gillercombe Buttress,’ Jack wrote, replying to one of Ben’s enquiries. ‘When I joined the Fell & Rock Club, I had to submit a lot of mountain visits and climbs done, and I still have a copy at the back of an old address book. It confirms that I had a few days in the Lakes in December 1934 and probably stayed in Langdale. I don’t know why I commented ‘very wet boots’! But it must have been very wet on the floor of the Combe on the way up. No, I did not lead it. My leader was my old climbing friend Frank Sugden, long since dead. He was a natural on rock and just flowed over it apparently without effort. I was 27 at the time, not far off where you are now. Who was it who said: “Young men see visions and old men dream dreams.”’


The Alpine Journal’s obituary for Sugden, who died in 1967, outlined his exceptional ability as a rock climber and also his willingness to climb with those less able: ‘His outstanding characteristic was his selflessness, which showed itself in the way he devoted so much of his time to helping less talented performers, who were thus able to enjoy wider climbing horizons than would otherwise have been possible for them.’


Jack at least was one of Sugden’s former climbing partners who treasured his experiences into old age. He also attempted to capture the intense emotional state the mountains provoked in him. Among the works by Jeremy Moon hung on the walls of Ben’s childhood home is a more than competent painting by Jack of a mountain landscape characterised by an unexpected use of colour, partly explained by the fact that Jack was colour-blind. Yet although Jeremy’s passion for art began early, it wasn’t Jack who inspired him.


‘Art was the thing right from the beginning. Jack wasn’t a bad artist, but Peter, his uncle, was really very good,’ David recalled. ‘He was the city architect for Nottingham and a wonderful model maker. He drove a yellow Bentley, and I remember him making a model of it for Jeremy, with a ten-shilling note in the aluminium exhaust. Jeremy was a natural. He just picked up a pen and could draw.’


‘I think it is true to say,’ Jeremy said in an interview, ‘that I felt art was the most important thing in life. (I don’t think that now – or at least I wouldn’t put it like that now.) I was musical – played the flute, but didn’t get on with musicians either at school, at home or later at Cambridge where a passionate interest in modern jazz put other forms of music out of my mind for four or five years. I think modern poetry was my first adult art experience. This was at public school. I still read a lot of poetry.’


Jeremy also played the saxophone, and his deep love and knowledge of jazz was fed by evenings at Ronnie Scott’s and other jazz clubs when he worked in advertising in London. His passion for jazz is captured in a painting he did as a late teenager while at Shrewsbury of a jazz club in the style of Picasso. As pastiche goes, it is remarkably accomplished, a cubist six-piece band crammed together on a small stage in front of a packed audience, led by a clarinettist in a bright blue suit. Given Jeremy’s age, the self-assurance and ability exhibited in the painting is astonishing.


He went to Cambridge from Shrewsbury, scraping in on the strength of just one A-Level – Jack was remembered with affection and gratitude at Christ’s College for his footballing prowess – to read law.


‘At Cambridge I knew I wanted to be an artist – not a painter, although on the strength of about six highly eclectic pictures done during those years, I was thought of as a ‘painter’ rather than a ‘writer’, a footballer etc. But I knew nothing about painting, about the history of art since Cézanne. My main beliefs at this time of my life were a simple belief in what I called existentialism and by which I meant a belief that the individual must be self-sufficient and self-actuated, and an inarticulate desire to be an artist in the future.’


He became interested in cinema and thought of becoming a filmmaker, although, as he explained, ‘I didn’t have any reason for making a film except the fascination of images changing within the four sides of the viewfinder – that’s not film making.’ But his contact in the film industry let him down, and instead he started in the advertising business, first in Manchester and then in London, at Napper, Stinton & Woolley. ‘I think at this time – I was twenty-four – I was very immature emotionally and intellectually.


I had hardly started. Yet contemporaries of mine at Cambridge were already writing books, editing magazines and acting in West End plays.’


Jeremy didn’t, as you might assume for a talented artist, go into the creative side of advertising. He was an account man, overseeing the business and keeping clients happy. ‘The thing about Jeremy,’ David said, ‘and here you can see some similarity with Ben, was that he was very business-like. The advertising professional knew he needed to talk to the right people. He needed to promote; he needed to push. [The] Studio magazine liked to interview him because he was very articulate.’


It would take Ben, who started climbing much younger than his father did his career as an artist, longer to appreciate the value of a good press. But he shared his father’s instinct to bury himself at the centre of the world he wished to occupy. ‘Jeremy got to know important artists like John Hoyland and kept pressure on the gallery. The paintings were bloody good but he understood that you can’t wait for people to come along to buy them.’


In August 1960, Jeremy saw the pivotal abstract exhibition at the RBA Galleries called Situation, which galvanised new interest in abstract art and brought the names of its stars – John Hoyland, Bridget Riley and William Turnbull – to public attention. Situation was a step away from the abstract tradition of St Ives and a step towards the large and ambitious works then being made in America.


The wit and energy of the art on show was immensely exciting. The exhibition’s catalogue quoted art critic Harold Rosenberg: ‘What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but an event.’ This idea in particular would resonate with Jeremy, unlocking something in his head. Now twenty-six, with school, national service in Korea, Cambridge and a couple of years in advertising behind him, he finally understood how to proceed: ‘[It was] like getting the whole message of what modern painting was about,’ he said.


In terms of damaging your prospects, changing career midstream now isn’t the risky venture it once was. Jeremy was anxious that having found a niche in the world, his parents might be alarmed at his decision to turn his back on advertising and try to make his way as an artist. (It was typical of him to embark wholeheartedly on this new venture, to shed his previous life completely rather than experiment at the weekends.) So he wrote Ruth and Jack a letter explaining his decision, which started with the words: ‘Will you please sit down before you read this.’


As Jack’s letters to his grandson Ben suggest, Jeremy need not have worried so much about what his father might think of his decision. ‘Father would have taken a little vicarious pleasure in it,’ David says. ‘He would rather have liked to do something similar. Ruth would have been a bit more concerned. But in those days, if things didn’t work out, you could always get another job.’


The world of work had been less forgiving in Jack’s day. In the late 1980s, he would write to Ben, then embarking on the unconventional path of a professional rock climber, of the career choices he faced. ‘I grew up in the days when it was customary to follow in father’s footsteps, as I did, but with hindsight I realise it was his choice and not mine. But in the 1920s and 1930s there were three million unemployed and a safe haven was greatly to be desired.’


In 1961, Jeremy enrolled at the Central School of Art, embarking on a period of intense creative exploration. To begin with, he experimented in sculpture and made several works, one of which won the Associated Electrical Industries Prize for Sculpture in 1962. He also moved on swiftly from attending classes to giving them, although not at Central but at Saint Martins, quickly realising that he was much closer to realising his vision than he had anticipated.


Soon he had put sculpture to one side, although he was teaching it, and concentrated exclusively on painting. His elder son Rob, himself an artist, says that Jeremy ‘hit the ground running. He was making mature works almost straight away. I think people were wondering where this person had come from.’
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Jeremy in his Swiss Cottage studio, 1964.


Photo: Tony Evans/Timelapse Library Ltd.











What characterises these early works is their bright optimism and sense of fun. ‘It was terribly uplifting as you walked into his studio,’ David says. ‘His titles were always fun. The later paintings were cooler, more thoughtful. One of the things he loved was playing with your eyes. Your eye can’t rest. It’s very energetic work.’


A good example from this first period is the 1965 painting Hoop-La. This large, square image is a bright red field with five blue circular shapes, all but one of which appear cropped by the edge of the canvas, as though they have been thrown in the air with too much exuberance. In January 2013, The Observer’s art critic Laura Cumming chose this work as one of ten paintings to lift the winter gloom. It’s worth quoting her assessment in full:


‘A burst of sudden glory – Thomas Hobbes’s quirky definition of laughter – could double as a subtitle for this merry painting by the English artist Jeremy Moon. Everything is up in the air (so to speak, for this is ostensibly an abstract work) as the blue discs arc across the brilliant red canvas. Of course they seem to suggest juggler’s balls, one flying out of sight but none dropping because the painting keeps them suspended forever. But this sight gag depends upon pure geometry and colour, blue leaping out of red, circle scintillating against square. In theory this is a work of hard-core abstraction; in practice it is instant uplift.’


Looking at Hoop-La, which is now in the Tate’s collection, it’s impossible not to appreciate the appeal of abstract art, and the insights it offers, even if you don’t ultimately care for it. It requires a long and patient reflection on our perception of the world – of colour, shape and movement – to produce work like this, and a calm emotional maturity to keep it light and amusing. It’s Zen with a sense of humour.


This aspect of movement in Jeremy Moon’s work, the quality that gives it such energy, is worth examining, because it impinges in a significant way on his son’s accomplishments as a rock climber. In 1961, while still working in advertising, Jeremy began taking evening classes in ballet and excelled at it. It was ludicrous to imagine that someone who took it up in his mid-twenties could expect to do it professionally, but he did contemplate trying choreography and was an admirer of George Balanchine, the Russia-born choreographer known as the father of American ballet.


The synergies between dance and climbing have already been drawn, and it’s easy to overstate them. But it’s also rather poignant to think of the father and a son who barely had the chance to know him both making shapes with their bodies, finding combinations of moves that are pleasing and stretching their minds through the training of their bodies. Ultimately, Jeremy’s connection to dance was intense but short-lived. He was painting with confidence and producing works of maturity and Jeremy wasn’t the kind of person to flit from one subject to another, putting down his flute because he couldn’t devote sufficient time to it.


In 1962, some of his work was included in the Young Contemporaries exhibition at the RBA Galleries, alongside near contemporaries like David Hockney and Patrick Caulfield, and attracted attention from a new private gallery that skilfully caught the geometric wave of interest in abstract art.


The Rowan Gallery was located in the heart of Belgravia, on Lowndes Street – perhaps not the most obvious place to look for the avant-garde – and was the bold project of a former Guards officer with a well-informed passion for contemporary art. Alex Gregory-Hood was in his mid-forties, the product of minor aristocracy, with a Viceroy of India and Manchester cotton merchants in the family. He saw Jeremy’s work and wrote to him, offering to sell his work.


Gregory-Hood’s new venture represented a constellation of young English painters and sculptors, like the Sheffield artist Brian Fielding and the sculptor Phillip King, a student of Anthony Caro and a contemporary of Jeremy’s at Christ’s, where he read modern languages. King’s career had been much more direct than Jeremy’s; after Cambridge he had gone straight to Saint Martins and was then an assistant to Henry Moore. Moon would also become a friend of Caro’s, yet another graduate of Christ’s, whose understanding and enthusiasm would sustain Jeremy.


David can remember helping Jeremy hang one of his first solo shows at the Rowan Gallery and the plummy voiced Gregory-Hood sending out for fish and chips to sustain them. His brother must have been a rather dazzling figure; the sports cars and jazz clubs of the advertising years seamlessly replaced by the successful artist. And soon he was engaged as well, and contemplating family life.


Elizabeth – Beth – Bryant was a young teacher at the Mary Datchelor School in Camberwell, beginning her first proper job after a brief stint teaching English as a second language in Finland. She had grown up in Bristol, she and her identical twin Jenny the youngest of five children. Beth’s father, Arthur Bryant, was a rope-maker, running a family business stretching back several generations to the early eighteenth century with a shop on Old Market Street. As the use of ropes in merchant shipping decreased, the business, run after Arthur’s retirement by Beth’s brothers John and Joe, diversified into caravans and awnings, and was in the 1970s scooped up by Blacks.


Beth went to St Brandon’s School, was evacuated to the Bishop’s House in Wells during the war and graduated from Bristol University, before moving to London, along with her twin sister, to start her career. She joined the Hampstead Choral Society, then in a period of resurgence under the baton of Martindale Sidwell, where she met Jeremy’s sister Penny, who was also a member. They got on, moved into a flat together and so it was that when Jeremy knocked on his sister’s door one day it was answered by the woman he would marry.


If family lore holds true, Jeremy actually took Beth’s twin Jenny out on a date first, but his connection to Beth soon deepened. She was living in Belsize Park Gardens and would catch the bus to work in Camberwell, which took her down Chepstow Road in Westbourne Park, where Jeremy was then living and painting in a one-bedroom flat that he used as a studio. (He’d found the flat after coming off his motorbike outside the shop downstairs. The owner had helped him, and they got talking.) ‘Sometimes,’ she says with a gentle, teasing smile, ‘I’d hop off the bus.’ Their wedding photo shows Jeremy smiling confidently with equal measures of bohemian cool and optimism for the future.


After they married in 1963, Beth and Jeremy lived for a short while at Chepstow Road before moving to a high-ceilinged flat on King Henry’s Road, a little to the south of where she had been living, and not far from Swiss Cottage. Jeremy painted huge geometric shapes on the curtains of the tall windows. Beth left her job to become a full-time mother when Rob was born in 1964.


Beth and Jeremy seemed to complement each other effortlessly. He was more ebullient, but if she was quieter, she also had a kind of stillness that spoke of immense emotional resilience. Many of the Moon clan are (or at least were, pre-computer) generous letter writers, offering each other support, advice and news. Beth was no exception. Her letters to Ben are marked by her engagement with the world, what she’s reading or the music she’s currently enjoying, the places or people she plans to visit. She sends him tapes of Mozart or enthuses about a trip to India. (‘You can’t go there and be the same person ever again. You must go there! The best thing is the people – taxi drivers, rickshaw drivers, porters, waiters, hotel managers, hotel managers’ brothers, Sikhs, Hindu pilgrims, cooks, cooks’ assistants, sirdars … you can’t help getting involved with them all. I made a lot of friends!’)
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Jeremy and Ben.


Photo: Moon Family Collection.











It’s invidious to judge whether Ben is more like his father or his mother but in appearance, he has a stronger resemblance to Jeremy. There is a brilliant portrait of Jeremy in his studio, taken by the Polish-born Jorge Lewinski, the pre-eminent photographer of artists from the 1960s onwards who liked to capture his famous subjects where they worked. This image of Jeremy, taken at Kingston in 1970, catches him in front of one of his paintings from that year, a series of floating grids and blocks of colour, cigarette in right hand, his left tucked into the pocket of paint-spattered trousers. His hair is long enough to be bordering on fashionable for that era, the smile still assured, despite the lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there a few years before when Lewinski photographed him the first time.


That smile, however, is not Ben’s. He has the quieter, softer smile of his mother. He also has the emotional resilience his mother drew on in the months and years after his father’s death. Perhaps all that can be said on the subject was best expressed in a letter Ben’s aunt, Jeremy’s sister Penny, wrote to her nephew after a family event had brought them together in 1991. ‘I was closer to [Jeremy] than anyone else I think. I have so many memories and sometimes dream about him too – seeing you yesterday brought me close to him. You are extraordinarily like him and Beth.’


In 1965 Jeremy created some of his most exuberant work, including Hoop-La, and Eiger, another series of blue discs escaping a square canvas that is gunmetal grey and rather forbidding. In From Nepal, two triangles, one of silver, the other burnt umber, are joined together so that the peak of the silver triangle points to the sky while the brown one forms a deep-cut valley. But the move to Kingston and Ben’s arrival prompted a hiatus in Jeremy’s work while a new studio was built in the back garden. John Hoyland had already moved nearby, and done something similar; Bernard Cohen and John Edwards would follow them.


The most important factor in choosing a house in Kingston was how big a studio you could build in the garden. Jeremy’s is light and functional, although difficult and expensive to heat. But the room is still recognisably Jeremy’s, piled with canvases, his sketchbooks, in which he planned his large canvases in fine detail, often abandoning work he felt wasn’t worth painting, arranged on shelves along one wall.


His work after the move to Kingston became much more geometric and ordered, his use of colour more subdued and reflective. But it was, as he had explained to his brother David, evolution, not revolution. In a letter he wrote to his sister-in-law Jenny in 1972, he wrote: ‘My temperamental need for order and discipline and visual clarity always clashes with my desire to work spontaneously and more sensuously but it is necessary to know oneself in art and I think my best work so far has come out of just this contradiction. Now I am doing a series of slightly shaped very big, very simple pictures which are going well.’


Jeremy was, by his own judgement, in ‘high spirits’ in this dazzling letter to Jenny. ‘The important thing is to keep working the way one believes in and to the best of one’s ability and honestly. I must learn not to worry too much about short-term responses. I had two or three hours with Tony Caro yesterday – who you may remember is one of the artists I have spent most time over the years talking and arguing with – and although I don’t agree with some of his commitment he is one of the very few people I know who has as much, or more, vitality and mental energy towards art as I feel I have. Not that these are the sine-qua-non of good art – but they help. I want my next show to be a very strong one – like nailing my colours to the mast and forcing people to look again and not just take me for granted as another 60s ‘cool’ painter still doing his thing!’


The letter is revealing not just about Jeremy’s artistic morale. He writes at length about clothes, in which he and Beth had a great interest, boasting of new flared jeans and platform soles. It also offers an insight into how he and Beth are coping with the long-haul demands of parenthood. Jenny, by contrast, is in Pakistan working for the foreign office as a secretary, and in and out of love. ‘I can’t help being amused by the emotional ups and downs hinted at in your letters which involve being ‘on’ or ‘off’ Pakistan and other continents according to the state of your love life! … When you first left England you seemed to be feeling very sorry for us stuck in old Kingston! Actually, we’ve never been in better heart.’


Plans for moving had been put to one side in the face of soaring house inflation and the fact that Jeremy didn’t like the idea of living full-time in the country. Perhaps, like J. G. Ballard, he was enjoying the intellectual space of suburbia. He was even playing bridge. ‘The children all seem to be far less trouble than they used to be now that they are getting older and although she does have her hands a bit full, Beth is so much happier doing a part-time job. I do a bit more of the routine housework on non-Chelsea days and I don’t mind at all.’ And while they were hardly wealthy, Jeremy had been selling some paintings. In 1970, for example, he more than doubled his income from teaching at the Chelsea School of Art in this way. ‘We are determined not to get any more materialistic and don’t really want to anyway.’ Instead of moving, he asked an architect friend and neighbour, John Varney, to draw up plans to modify the house a little.


Another reason for his sunny mood is ‘the acquisition of a motorbike’, his ‘agile and quick’ Honda 125. ‘I use this to go to London (even in the rain) … I just slip through the gaps at a steady twenty miles-per-hour and get there in twenty minutes.’ He was also rediscovering road racing, going to Brands Hatch and Mallory Park to watch, even taking Beth and the children to a race at the circuit in Crystal Palace, nearing the end of its life because of safety concerns. Rob and Ben had loved the experience, so much so that Jeremy had taken Rob and a school friend to Brands Hatch where ‘they were so grown up and appreciative that I was absolutely delighted. Needless to say I am not satisfied just watching and long to have a go – but it is sometimes dangerous and obviously if I did some people would disapprove strongly. But I haven’t decided not to.’


If Jeremy was happy enough to stay rooted in Kingston, with Rob and Ben at primary school only yards down the road, and their daughter Georgina, born in 1970, now a toddler, heading that way, Beth still had a yearning for wilder landscapes. As a young woman, she and Jenny had hitched up to Scotland on holiday. She was no mountaineer, but she loved the possibility of such places. John Varney, their architect friend, was a Yorkshireman and something of a climber. His two boys were at school with Rob and Ben. They found an advertisement for a cottage at Ravenglass in the Lakes in the back of the paper and almost on a whim booked for both families to share in the spring of 1973. There were walks and a picnic on the Wrynose Pass, where the kids dammed the stream and Ben cut his midriff after diving into the shallow pool they made.


In the mid 1960s, the Moon family had been rather upended by Jack’s affair with his secretary. Although a short-lived relationship, it nevertheless ended his marriage to Ruth and Jack married again – to a woman he’d met in Burma during the war. You can sense, in the aftermath, Jack’s children drawing together to re-establish family ties. David Moon, who was eight years younger than Jeremy, had started his second job in Richmond in 1969, on the other side of Richmond Park. He would often walk over to see his brother and his wife Beth, and their young family, at the end of the working week. ‘For the first time, I got to know him quite well. We had good fun.’


David had joined the family on a camping holiday in the south of France that summer, driving down in convoy and camping on the coast. Then he’d settled back into work at his engineering firm and Jeremy returned to his studio. On the last Friday of November 1973, David phoned his brother’s house to invite himself over for supper. A policeman answered. ‘He said: “your brother’s had an accident. We think he’s all right but your sister-in-law’s not here. If you’re coming over that’s good.” He genuinely thought Jeremy would be all right. The same policeman had been talking to Jeremy in the ambulance.’


Jeremy, it transpired, had been riding home on his new Kawasaki from his teaching job at the Chelsea School of Art. Nearing Kingston, just after a little humpback bridge but before the Robin Hood roundabout and the exit from the A3 down Kingston Hill, he came off. It’s possible he may have skidded on something, like a patch of oil spilt on the road, but whatever the cause, Jeremy found himself sliding away from the bike into oncoming traffic. Always agile, he managed to scramble back into his own lane, where the car he had just overtaken drove over him.


David wasn’t too alarmed. It was clearly a serious situation, but from the mood and behaviour of the police, there seemed a strong likelihood that Jeremy would be okay. He had been talking with the police on his way to hospital. Beth was out, leaving Rob to hold the fort, so David promised to come straight round and tell Beth what had happened when she got home. When she returned, Beth put together some things for her husband and she and David drove round to Kingston Hospital. By the time they got there, Jeremy was already dead.
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