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Inspired by a true story









  Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard


   The boast of heraldry, the pomp of pow’r,


   And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,


   Awaits alike th’ inevitable hour:


   The paths of glory lead but to the grave.


THOMAS GRAY (1716 –1771)
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Saturday, May 1st, 1999



‘Last time I went bouldering in my hobnails, I fell off,’ said Conrad.


Jochen wanted to cheer, but knew that if he responded to the coded message it might alert a rival group tuned in to their frequency – or even worse, allow an eavesdropping journalist to realize that they’d discovered a body. He left the radio on, hoping for a clue that would reveal which of the two victims the search party had come across, but not another word was spoken. Only a crackling sound confirmed that someone was out there, but unwilling to speak.


Jochen followed his instructions to the letter, and after sixty seconds of silence he switched off the radio. He only wished he’d been selected as a member of the original climbing party, who were out there searching for the two bodies, but he’d drawn the short straw. Someone had to remain at base camp and man the radio. He stared out of the tent at the falling snow, and tried to imagine what was going on higher up the mountain.
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Conrad Anker stared down at the frozen body, the bleached skin as white as marble. The clothes, or what was left of them, looked as if they had once belonged to a tramp, not a man who had been educated at either Oxford or Cambridge. A thick hemp rope was tied round the dead man’s waist, the frayed ends showing where it must have broken during the fall. The arms were extended over the head, the left leg crossed above the right. The tibia and fibula of the right leg were both broken, so that the foot looked as if it was detached from the rest of the body.


None of the team spoke as they struggled to fill their lungs with the thin air; words are rationed at 27,000 feet. Anker finally fell to his knees in the snow and offered up a prayer to Chomolungma, Goddess Mother of the Earth. He took his time; after all, historians, alpinists, journalists and the simply curious had waited over seventy-five years for this moment. He removed one of his thick fleece-lined gloves and placed it on the snow beside him, then leant forward, each movement slow and exaggerated, and with the index finger of his right hand gently pushed back the stiff collar of the dead man’s jacket. Anker could hear his heart pounding as he read the neat red letters displayed on a Cash’s name tape that had been sewn on the inside of the shirt collar.


‘Oh my God,’ said a voice from behind him. ‘It’s not Irvine. It’s Mallory.’


Anker didn’t comment. He still needed to confirm the one piece of information they had travelled over five thousand miles to discover.


He slipped his gloveless hand into the inside pocket of the dead man’s jacket, and deftly removed the hand-stitched pouch that Mallory’s wife had so painstakingly made for him. He gently unfolded the cotton, fearing that it might fall apart in his hands. If he found what he was looking for, the mystery would finally be solved.


A box of matches, a pair of nail scissors, a blunt pencil, a note written on an envelope showing how many oxygen cylinders were still in working order before they attempted the final climb, a bill (unpaid) from Gamages for a pair of goggles, a Rolex wristwatch minus its hands, and a letter from Mallory’s wife dated April 14th, 1924. But the one thing Anker had expected to find wasn’t there.


He looked up at the rest of the team, who were waiting impatiently. He drew a deep breath, and delivered his words slowly. ‘There’s no photograph of Ruth.’


One of them cheered.
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St Bees, Cumberland, Tuesday, July 19th, 1892


If you had asked George why he’d begun walking towards the rock, he wouldn’t have been able to tell you. The fact that he had to wade into the sea to reach his goal didn’t appear to concern him, even though he couldn’t swim.


Only one person on the beach that morning showed the slightest interest in the six-year-old boy’s progress. The Reverend Leigh Mallory folded his copy of The Times and placed it on the sand at his feet. He didn’t alert his wife, who was lying on the deckchair beside him, eyes closed, enjoying the occasional rays of sunshine, oblivious to any danger their eldest son might be facing. He knew that Annie would only panic, the way she had when the boy had climbed onto the roof of the village hall during a meeting of the Mothers’ Union.


The Reverend Mallory quickly checked on his other three children, who were playing contentedly by the water’s edge, unconcerned with their brother’s fate. Avie and Mary were happily collecting seashells that had been swept in on the morning tide, while their younger brother Trafford was concentrating on filling a small tin bucket with sand. Mallory’s attention returned to his son and heir, who was still heading resolutely towards the rock. He was not yet worried, surely the boy would eventually realize he had to turn back. But he rose from his deckchair once the waves began to cover the boy’s knee breeches.


Although George was now almost out of his depth, the moment he reached the jagged outcrop he deftly pulled himself out of the sea and leapt from rock to rock, quickly reaching the top. There he settled himself, and stared out towards the horizon. Although his favourite subject at school was history, clearly no one had told him about King Canute.


His father was now watching with some trepidation as the waves surged carelessly around the rocks. He waited patiently for the boy to become aware of the danger he was in, when he would surely turn and ask for help. He didn’t. When the first spray of foam touched the boy’s toes, the Reverend Mallory walked slowly down to the water’s edge. ‘Very good, my boy,’ he murmured as he passed his youngest, who was now intently building a sandcastle. But his eyes never left his eldest son, who still hadn’t looked back, even though the waves were now lapping around his ankles. The Reverend Mallory plunged into the sea and started to swim towards the rock, but with each slow lunge of his military breaststroke he became more aware that it was much further away than he had realized.


He finally reached his goal, and pulled himself on to the rock. As he clambered awkwardly to the top he cut his legs in several places, showing none of the sure-footedness his son had earlier displayed. Once he’d joined the boy, he tried not to reveal that he was out of breath and in some considerable discomfort.


That’s when he heard her scream. He turned to observe his wife, standing at the water’s edge, shouting desperately, ‘George! George!’


‘Perhaps we should be making our way back, my boy,’ suggested the Reverend Mallory, trying not to sound at all concerned. ‘We don’t want to worry your mother, do we?’


‘Just a few more moments, Papa,’ begged George, who continued to stare resolutely out to sea. But his father decided they couldn’t wait any longer, and pulled his son gently off the rock.


It took the two of them considerably longer to reach the safety of the beach, as the Reverend Mallory, cradling his son in his arms, had to swim on his back, only able to use his legs to assist him. It was the first time George became aware that return journeys can take far longer.


When George’s father finally collapsed on the beach, George’s mother rushed across to join them. She fell on her knees and smothered the child in her bosom, crying, ‘Thank God, thank God,’ while showing scant interest in her exhausted husband. George’s two sisters stood several paces back from the advancing tide, quietly sobbing, while his younger brother continued to build his fortress, far too young for any thoughts of death to have crossed his mind.


The Reverend Mallory eventually sat up and stared at his eldest son, who was once again looking out to sea although the rock was no longer in sight. He accepted for the first time that the boy appeared to have no concept of fear, no sense of risk.
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Doctors, philosophers and even historians have debated the significance of heredity when trying to understand the success or failure of succeeding generations. Had a historian studied George Mallory’s parents, he would have been hard pressed to explain their son’s rare gift, not to mention his natural good looks and presence.


George’s father and mother considered themselves to be upper middle class, even if they lacked the resources to maintain such pretensions. The Reverend Mallory’s parishioners at Mobberley in Cheshire considered him to be High Church, hide-bound and narrow-minded, and were unanimously of the opinion that his wife was a snob. George, they concluded, must have inherited his gifts from some distant relative. His father was well aware that his elder son was no ordinary child, and was quite willing to make the necessary sacrifices to ensure that George could begin his education at Glengorse, a fashionable prep school in the south of England.


George often heard his father say, ‘We’ll just have to tighten our belts, especially if Trafford is to follow in your footsteps.’ After considering these words for some time, he enquired of his mother if there were any prep schools in England that his sisters might attend.


‘Good heavens no,’ she replied disdainfully. ‘That would simply be a waste of money. In any case, what would be the point?’


‘For a start, it would mean Avie and Mary had the same opportunities as Trafford and me,’ suggested George.


His mother scoffed. ‘Why put the girls through such an ordeal, when it would not advance their chances of securing a suitable husband by one jot?’


‘Isn’t it possible,’ suggested George, ‘that a husband might benefit from being married to a well-educated woman?’


‘That’s the last thing a man wants,’ his mother responded. ‘You’ll find out soon enough that most husbands simply require their wife to provide them with an heir and a spare, and to organize the servants.’


George was unconvinced, and decided he would wait for an appropriate opportunity to raise the subject with his father.
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The Mallorys’ summer holiday of 1896 was not spent at St Bees, bathing, but in the Malvern Hills, hiking. While the rest of the family quickly discovered that none of them could keep up with George, his father at least made a valiant attempt to accompany him to the higher slopes, while the other Mallorys were happy to wander in the valleys below.


With his father puffing away several yards behind, George reopened the vexed question of his sisters’ education. ‘Why aren’t girls given the same opportunities as boys?’


‘It’s not the natural order of things, my boy,’ panted his father.


‘And who decides the natural order of things?’


‘God,’ responded the Reverend Mallory, feeling he was on safer ground. ‘It was He who decreed that man should labour to gain sustenance and shelter for his family, while his spouse remained at home and tended to their offspring.’


‘But He must have noticed that women are often blessed with more common sense than men. I’m sure He’s aware that Avie is far brighter than either Trafford or me.’


The Reverend Mallory fell back, as he required a little time to consider his son’s argument, and even longer to decide how he should answer it. ‘Men are naturally superior to women,’ he eventually suggested, not sounding altogether convinced, before lamely adding, ‘and we should not attempt to meddle with nature.’


‘If that is true, Papa, how has Queen Victoria managed to reign so successfully for more than sixty years?’


‘Simply because there wasn’t a male heir to inherit the throne,’ replied his father, feeling he was entering uncharted waters.


‘How lucky for England that no man was available when Queen Elizabeth ascended the throne either,’ suggested George. ‘Perhaps the time has come to allow girls the same opportunity as boys to make their way in the world.’


‘That would never do,’ spluttered his father. ‘Such a course of action would overturn the natural order of society. If you had your way, George, how would your mother ever be able to find a cook or a scullery maid?’


‘By getting a man to do the job,’ George suggested guilelessly.


‘Good heavens, George, I do believe you’re turning into a free-thinker. Have you been listening to the rantings of that Bernard Shaw fellow?’


‘No, Papa, but I have been reading his pamphlets.’


It is not unusual for parents to suspect that their progeny just might be brighter than they are, but the Reverend Mallory was not willing to admit as much when George had only recently celebrated his tenth birthday. George was ready to fire his next question, only to find that his father was falling further and further behind. But then, when it came to climbing, even the Reverend Mallory had long ago accepted that his son was in a different class.
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George didn’t cry when his parents sent him away to prep school. Not because he didn’t want to, but because another boy, dressed in the same red blazer and short grey trousers, was bawling his head off on the other side of the carriage.


Guy Bullock came from a different world. He wasn’t able to tell George exactly what his father did for a living, but whatever it was, the word industry kept cropping up – something George felt confident his mother wouldn’t approve of. Another thing also became abundantly clear after Guy had told him about his family holiday in the Pyrenees. This was a child who had never come across the expression We’ll have to tighten our belts. Still, by the time they arrived at Eastbourne station later that afternoon they were best friends.


The two boys slept in adjoining beds while in junior dormitory, sat next to each other in the classroom and, when they entered their final year at Glengorse, no one was surprised that they ended up sharing the same study. Although George was better than him at almost everything they tackled, Guy never seemed to resent it. In fact, he appeared to revel in his friend’s success, even when George was appointed captain of football and went on to win a scholarship to Winchester. Guy told his father that he wouldn’t have been offered a place at Winchester if he hadn’t shared a study with George, who never stopped pushing him to try harder.


While Guy was checking the results of the entrance exam posted on the school notice board, George appeared more interested in an announcement that had been pinned below. Mr Deacon, the chemistry beak, was inviting leavers to join him on a climbing holiday in Scotland. Guy had little interest in climbing, but once George had added his name to the list, he scribbled his below it.


George had never been one of Mr Deacon’s favourite pupils, possibly because chemistry was not a subject he excelled in, but as his passion for climbing far outweighed his indifference towards the Bunsen burner or litmus paper, George decided that he would just have to rub along with Mr Deacon. After all, George confided to Guy, if the damn man went to the trouble of organizing an annual climbing holiday, he couldn’t be all bad.
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From the moment they set foot in the barren highlands of Scotland, George was transported into a different world. By day he would stroll through the bracken and heather-covered hills, while at night, with the aid of a candle, he would sit in his tent reading The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde before reluctantly falling asleep.


Whenever Mr Deacon approached a new hill, George would loiter at the back of the group and think about the route he had selected. On one or two occasions he went as far as to suggest that they might perhaps consider an alternative route, but Mr Deacon ignored his proposals, pointing out that he had been taking climbing parties to Scotland for the past eighteen years, and perhaps Mallory might ponder on the value of experience. George fell back in line, and continued to follow his master up the well-trodden paths.


Over supper each evening, when George sampled ginger beer and salmon for the first time, Mr Deacon would spend some considerable time outlining his plans for the following day.


‘Tomorrow,’ he declared, ‘we face our most demanding test, but after ten days of climbing in the Highlands I’m confident that you’re more than ready for the challenge.’ A dozen expectant young faces stared up at Mr Deacon before he continued, ‘We will attempt to climb the highest mountain in Scotland.’


‘Ben Nevis,’ said George. ‘Four thousand four hundred and nine feet,’ he added, although he had never seen the mountain.


‘Mallory is correct,’ said Mr Deacon, clearly irritated by the interruption. ‘Once we reach the top – what we climbers call the summit, or peak – we will have lunch while you enjoy one of the finest vistas in the British Isles. As we have to be back at camp before the sun sets, and as the descent is always the most difficult part of any climb, everyone will report for breakfast by seven o’clock, so that we can set out at eight on the dot.’


Guy promised to wake George at six the following morning, as his friend often overslept and then missed breakfast, which didn’t deter Mr Deacon from keeping to a timetable that resembled a military operation. However, George was so excited by the thought of climbing the highest mountain in Scotland that it was he who woke Guy the next morning. He was among the first to join Mr Deacon for breakfast, and was waiting impatiently outside his tent long before the party was due to set off.


Mr Deacon checked his watch. At one minute to eight he set off at a brisk pace down the path that would take them to the base of the mountain.


‘Whistle drill!’ he shouted after they had covered about a mile. All the boys, except one, took out their whistles and heartily blew the signal that would indicate they were in danger and required assistance. Mr Deacon was unable to hide a thin-lipped smile when he observed which of his charges had failed to carry out his order. ‘Am I to presume, Mallory, that you have left your whistle behind?’


‘Yes, sir,’ George replied, annoyed that Mr Deacon had got the better of him.


‘Then you will have to return to camp immediately, retrieve it, and try to catch us up before we begin the ascent.’


George wasted no time protesting. He took off in the opposite direction, and once he was back at camp, fell on his hands and knees and crawled into his tent, where he spotted the whistle on top of his sleeping bag. He cursed, grabbed it and began running back, hoping to catch up with his chums before they started the climb. But by the time he’d reached the foot of the mountain the little crocodile of climbers had already begun their ascent. Guy Bullock, who was acting as ‘tail-end Charlie’, continually looked back, hoping to see his friend. He was relieved when he spotted George running towards them, and waved frantically. George waved back as the group continued their slow progress up the mountain.


‘Keep to the path,’ were the last words he heard Mr Deacon say as they disappeared around the first bend.


Once they were out of sight, George came to a halt. He stared up at the mountain, which was bathed in a warm haze of misty sunshine. The brightly lit rocks and shaded gullies suggested a hundred different ways to approach the summit, all but one of which were ignored by Mr Deacon and his faithful troop as they resolutely kept to the guidebook’s recommended path.


George’s eyes settled on a thin zigzag stretching up the mountain, the dried-up bed of a stream that must have flowed lazily down the mountain for nine months of the year – but not today. He stepped off the path, ignoring the arrows and signposts, and headed towards the base of the mountain. Without a second thought, he leapt up onto the first ridge like a gymnast mounting a high bar and agilely began making his way from foothold to ledge to jutting outcrop, never once hesitating, never once looking down. He only paused for a moment when he came to a large, jagged rock a thousand feet above the base of the mountain. He studied the terrain for a few moments before he identified a fresh route and set off once again, his foot sometimes settling in a well-trodden hollow, while at other times he pursued a virgin path. He didn’t stop again until he was almost halfway up the mountain. He looked at his watch – 9.07. He wondered which signpost Mr Deacon and the rest of the group had reached.


Ahead of him, George could make out a faint path that looked as if it had only ever been climbed by seasoned mountaineers or animals. He followed it until he came to a halt at a large granite slab, a closed door that would prevent anyone without a key from reaching the summit. He spent a few moments considering his options: he could retrace his steps, or take the long route around the slab, which would no doubt lead him back to the safety of the public footpath – both of which would add a considerable amount of time to the climb. But then he smiled when a sheep perched on a ledge above him let out a plaintive bleat, clearly not used to being disturbed by humans, before bounding away and unwittingly revealing the route the intruder should take.


George looked for the slightest indentation in which he could place a hand, followed by a foot, and begin his ascent. He didn’t look down as he progressed slowly up the vertical rock face, searching for a finger-hold or a hint of a ledge to grip on to. Once he’d found one and pushed himself up, he would use it as his next foothold. Although the rock couldn’t have been more than fifty feet high, it was twenty minutes before George was able to yank himself onto the top and gaze at the peak of Ben Nevis for the first time. His reward for taking the more demanding route was immediate, because he now faced only a gentle slope all the way to the summit.


He began to jog up the rarely trodden path, and by the time he’d reached the summit it felt as if he was standing on top of the world. He wasn’t surprised to find that Mr Deacon and the rest of the party hadn’t got to the peak yet. He sat alone on top of the mountain, surveying the countryside that stretched for miles below him. It was another hour before Mr Deacon appeared leading his trusty band. The schoolmaster could not hide his annoyance when the other boys began cheering and clapping the lone figure sitting on the peak.


Mr Deacon marched up to him and demanded, ‘How did you manage to overtake us, Mallory?’


‘I didn’t overtake you, sir,’ George replied. ‘I simply found an alternative route.’


Mr Deacon’s expression left the rest of the class in no doubt that he didn’t want to believe the boy. ‘As I’ve told you many times, Mallory, the descent is always more difficult than the climb, not least because of the amount of energy you will have expended to reach the top. That is something novices fail to appreciate,’ said Mr Deacon. After a dramatic pause he added, ‘Often to their cost.’ George didn’t comment. ‘So be sure to stay with the group on the way down.’


Once the boys had devoured their packed lunches, Mr Deacon lined them up before taking his place at the front. However, he didn’t set off until he’d seen George standing among the group chatting to his friend Bullock. He would have ordered him to join him at the front if he’d overheard his words, ‘See you back at camp, Guy.’


On one matter Mr Deacon proved correct: the journey down the mountain was not only more demanding than the ascent, but more dangerous, and, as he had predicted, it took far longer.


Dusk was already setting in by the time Mr Deacon tramped into camp, followed by his bedraggled and exhausted troop. They couldn’t believe what they saw: George Mallory was seated cross-legged on the ground, drinking ginger beer and reading a book.


Guy Bullock burst out laughing, but Mr Deacon was not amused. He made George stand to attention while he delivered a stern lecture on the importance of mountain safety. Once he had finished his diatribe, he ordered George to pull his trousers down and bend over. Mr Deacon did not have a cane to hand, so he pulled off the leather belt that held up his khaki shorts and administered six strokes to the boy’s bare flesh, but unlike the sheep, George didn’t bleat.


At first light the following morning, Mr Deacon accompanied George to the nearest railway station. He bought him a ticket and handed him a letter which he instructed the boy to hand to his father the moment he arrived at Mobberley.
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‘Why are you back so early?’ George’s father enquired.


George handed over the letter, and remained silent while the Reverend Mallory tore open the envelope and read Mr Deacon’s words. He pursed his lips, attempting to hide a smile, then looked down at his son and wagged a finger. ‘Do remember, my boy, to be more tactful in future, and try not to embarrass your elders and betters.’
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Monday, April 3rd, 1905


The family were seated around the breakfast table when the maid entered the room with the morning post. She placed the letters in a small pile by the Reverend Mallory’s side, along with a silver letter opener – a ritual she carried out every morning.


George’s father studiously ignored the little ceremony while he buttered himself another piece of toast. He was well aware that his son had been waiting for his end-of-term report for some days. George pretended to be equally nonchalant as he chatted to his brother about the latest exploits of the Wright brothers in America.


‘If you ask me,’ interjected their mother, ‘it’s not natural. God made birds to fly, not humans. And take your elbows off the table, George.’


The girls did not offer an opinion, aware that whenever they disagreed with their mother she simply pronounced that children should be seen and not heard. This rule didn’t seem to apply to the boys.


George’s father did not join in the conversation as he sifted through the envelopes, trying to determine which were important and which could be placed to one side. Only one thing was certain, any envelopes that looked as if they contained requests for payment from local tradesmen would remain at the bottom of the pile, unopened for several days.


The Reverend Mallory concluded that two of the envelopes deserved his immediate attention: one postmarked Winchester, and a second with a coat of arms embossed on the back. He sipped his tea and smiled across at his eldest son, who was still pretending to take no interest in the charade taking place at the other end of the table.


Eventually he picked up the letter opener and slit open the thinner of the two envelopes, before unfolding a letter from the Bishop of Chester. His Grace confirmed that he would be delighted to preach at Mobberley Parish Church, assuming a suitable date could be arranged. George’s father passed the letter across to his wife. A smile flickered across her lips when she saw the Palace crest.


The Reverend Mallory took his time opening the other, thicker envelope, pretending not to notice that all conversation around the table had suddenly ceased. Once he had extracted a little booklet, he slowly began to turn its pages while he considered the contents. He gave the occasional smile, the odd frown, but despite a prolonged silence, he still didn’t offer any opinion. This state of affairs was far too rare for him not to enjoy the experience for a few more moments.


Finally he looked up at George and said, ‘Proxime accessit in history, with 86 per cent.’ He glanced down at the booklet, ‘Has worked well this half, good exam results and a commendable essay on Gibbon. I hope that he will consider reading this subject when he goes up to university.’ His father smiled before turning the next page. ‘Fifth place in English, 74 per cent. A very promising essay on Boswell, but he needs to spend a little more time on Milton and Shakespeare and rather less on RL Stevenson.’ This time it was George’s turn to smile. ‘Seventh in Latin, 69 per cent. Excellent translation of Ovid, safely above the mark Oxford and Cambridge demand from all applicants. Fourteenth in mathematics, 56 per cent, just one per cent above the pass mark.’ His father paused, frowned and continued reading. ‘Twenty-ninth in chemistry.’ The Reverend Mallory looked up. ‘How many pupils are there in the class?’ he enquired.


‘Thirty,’ George replied, well aware that his father already knew the answer.


‘Your friend Guy Bullock, no doubt, kept you off the bottom.’


He returned to the report. ‘26 per cent. Shows little interest in carrying out any experiments, would advise him to drop the subject if he is thinking of going to university.’


George didn’t comment as his father unfolded a letter that had been attached to the report. This time he did not keep everyone in suspense. ‘Your housemaster, Mr Irving,’ he announced, ‘is of the opinion that you should be offered a place at Cambridge this Michaelmas.’ He paused. ‘Cambridge seems to me a surprising choice,’ added his father, ‘remembering that it’s among the flattest pieces of land in the country.’


‘Which is why I was rather hoping, Papa, that you’ll allow me to visit France this summer, so that I might further my education.’


‘Paris?’ said the Reverend Mallory, raising an eyebrow. ‘What do you have in mind, dear boy? The Moulin Rouge?’


Mrs Mallory glared at her husband, leaving him in no doubt that she disapproved of such a risqué remark in front of the girls.


‘No, Papa, not rouge,’ replied George. ‘Blanc. Mont Blanc, to be precise.’


‘But wouldn’t that be extremely dangerous?’ said his mother anxiously.


‘Not half as dangerous as the Moulin Rouge,’ suggested his father.


‘Don’t worry yourself, Mother, on either count,’ said George, laughing. ‘My housemaster, Mr Irving, will be accompanying me at all times, and not only is he a member of the Alpine Club, but he would also act as a chaperon were I fortunate enough to be introduced to the lady in question.’


George’s father remained silent for some time. He never discussed the cost of anything in front of the children, although he’d been relieved when George won a scholarship to Winchester, saving him £170 of the £200 annual fee. Money was not a subject to be raised at the breakfast table, though in truth it was rarely far from his mind.


‘When is your interview for Cambridge?’ he eventually asked.


‘A week on Thursday, Father.’


‘Then I’ll let you know my decision a week on Friday.’
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Thursday, April 13th, 1905


Although Guy woke his friend on time, George still managed to be late for breakfast. He blamed having to shave, a skill he hadn’t yet mastered.


‘Aren’t you meant to be attending an interview at Cambridge today?’ enquired his housemaster after George had helped himself to a second portion of porridge.


‘Yes, sir,’ said George.


‘And if I recall correctly,’ added Mr Irving, glancing at his watch, ‘your train for London is due to leave in less than half an hour. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the other candidates were already waiting on the platform.’


‘Undernourished and having missed your words of wisdom,’ said George with a grin.


‘I don’t think so,’ said Mr Irving. ‘I addressed them during early breakfast, as I felt it was essential they weren’t late for their interviews. If you think I’m a stickler for punctuality, Mallory, just wait until you meet Mr Benson.’


George pushed his bowl of porridge across to Guy, stood slowly and ambled out of the dining room as if he didn’t have a care in the world, then bolted across the quad and into college house as if he were trying to win an Olympic dash. He took the stairs three at a time to the top floor. That’s when he remembered he hadn’t packed an overnight case. But when he burst into his study he was delighted to find his little leather suitcase already strapped up and placed by the door. Guy must have anticipated that he would once again leave everything to the last minute.


‘Thank you, Guy,’ said George out loud, hoping that his friend was enjoying a well-earned second bowl of porridge. He grabbed the suitcase, bounded down the steps two at a time and ran back across the quad, only stopping when he reached the porter’s lodge. ‘Where’s the college hansom, Simkins?’ he asked desperately.


‘Left about fifteen minutes ago, sir.’


‘Damn,’ muttered George, before dashing out into the street and heading in the direction of the station, confident he could still make his train.


He raced down the street with an uneasy feeling he’d left something behind, but whatever it was, he certainly didn’t have time to go back and retrieve it. As he rounded the corner onto Station Hill, he saw a thick line of grey smoke belching into the air. Was the train coming in, or pulling out? He picked up the pace, charging past a startled ticket collector and onto the platform, only to see the guard waving his green flag, climbing the steps into the rear carriage and slamming the door behind him.


George sprinted after the train as it began to move off, and they both reached the end of the platform at the same time. The guard gave him a sympathetic smile as the train gathered speed before disappearing in a cloud of smoke.


‘Damn,’ George repeated as he turned to find the ticket collector bearing down on him. Once the man had caught his breath, he demanded, ‘May I see your ticket, sir?’


That was when George remembered what he’d forgotten.


He dumped his suitcase on the platform, opened it and made a show of rummaging among his clothes as if he was looking for his ticket, which he knew was on the table by the side of his bed.


‘What time’s the next train to London?’ he asked casually.


‘On the hour, every hour,’ came back the immediate reply. ‘But you’ll still need a ticket.’


‘Damn,’ said George for a third time, aware that he couldn’t afford to miss the next train. ‘I must have left my ticket back at college,’ he added helplessly.


‘Then you’ll have to purchase another one,’ said the ticket collector.


George felt desperation setting in. Did he have any money with him? He began searching the pockets of his suit, and was relieved to find the half crown his mother had given him at Christmas. He’d wondered where it had got to. He followed the ticket collector meekly back to the booking office, where he purchased a third-class return ticket from Winchester to Cambridge, at a cost of one shilling and sixpence. He had often wondered why trains didn’t have a second class, but felt this was not the time to ask. Once the collector had punched his ticket, George returned to the platform and bought a copy of The Times from the newspaper seller, parting with another penny. He settled down on an uncomfortable slatted wooden bench and opened it to find out what was happening in the world.


The Prime Minister, Arthur Balfour, was hailing the new entente cordiale recently signed by Britain and France. In the future, relations with France could only improve, he promised the British people. George turned the page and began to read an article about Theodore Roosevelt, recently inaugurated for a second term as President of the United States. By the time the nine o’clock train for London came steaming in, George was studying the classified advertisements on the front page, which offered everything from hair lotion to top hats.


He was relieved the train was on time, and even more so when it pulled into Waterloo a few minutes early. He jumped out of his carriage, ran down the platform and onto the road. For the first time in his life he hailed a hansom cab, rather than wait around for the next tram to King’s Cross – an extravagance his father would have disapproved of, but Papa’s anger would have been far more acute had George missed his interview with Mr Benson and therefore failed to be offered a place at Cambridge.


‘King’s Cross,’ said George as he climbed into the hansom. The driver flicked his whip and the tired old grey began a slow plod across London. George checked his watch every few minutes, but still felt confident that he would be on time for his three o’clock appointment with the senior tutor of Magdalene College.


After he was dropped off at King’s Cross, George discovered that the next train to Cambridge was due to leave in fifteen minutes. He relaxed for the first time that day. However, what he hadn’t anticipated was that it would stop at every station from Finsbury Park to Stevenage, so by the time the train finally puffed into Cambridge, the station clock showed 2.37pm.


George was first off the train, and once his ticket had been punched he went off in search of another hansom cab, but there was none to be found. He began to run up the road, following the signs to the city centre, but without the slightest idea in which direction he should be going. He stopped to ask several passers-by if they could direct him to Magdalene College, with no success until he came across a young man wearing a short black gown and a mortar board, who was able to give him clear directions. After thanking him, George set off again, now searching for a bridge over the river Cam. He was running flat out across the bridge as a clock in the distance chimed three times. He smiled with relief. He wasn’t going to be more than a couple of minutes late.


At the far side of the bridge he came to a halt outside a massive black oak double door. He turned the handle and pushed, but it didn’t budge. He rapped the knocker twice, and waited for some time, but no one answered his call. He checked his watch: 3.04pm. He banged on the door again, but still no one responded. Surely they would not deny him entry when he was only a couple of minutes late?


He hammered on the door a third time, and didn’t stop until he heard a key turning in the lock. The door creaked open to reveal a short, stooping man in a long black coat, wearing a bowler hat. ‘The college is closed, sir,’ was all he said.


‘But I have an interview with Mr AC Benson at three o’clock,’ pleaded George.


‘The senior tutor gave me clear instructions that I was to lock the gate at three o’clock, and that after that no one was to be allowed to enter the college.’


‘But I—’ began George, but his words fell on deaf ears as the door was slammed in his face and once again he heard the key turning in the lock.


He began thumping on the door with his bare fist, although he knew no one would come to his rescue. He cursed his stupidity. What would he say when people asked him how the interview had gone? What would he tell Mr Irving when he arrived back at college later that night? How could he face Guy, who was certain to be on time for his interview next week? He knew what his father’s reaction would be: the first Mallory for four generations not to be educated at Cambridge. And as for his mother, would he ever be able to go home again?


He frowned at the heavy oak door that forbade him entry and thought about one last knock, but knew it would be pointless. He began to wonder if there might be some other way of entering the college, but as the Cam ran along its north side, acting as a moat, there was no other entrance to consider. Unless . . . George stared up at the high brick wall that surrounded the college, and began to walk up and down the pavement as if he was studying a rock face. He spotted several nooks and crannies that had been created by 450 years of ice, snow, wind, rain and a thawing sun, before he identified a possible route.


There was a heavy stone archway above the door, the rim of which was only an arm’s length away from a windowsill that would make a perfect foothold. Above that was another smaller window and another sill, from which he would be within touching distance of the sloping tiled roof, which he suspected was duplicated on the other side of the building.


He dumped his case on the pavement – never carry any unnecessary weight when attempting a climb – placed his right foot in a small hole some eight inches above the pavement, and propelled himself off the ground with his left foot, grabbing at a jutting ledge which allowed him to pull himself further up towards the stone archway. Several passers-by stopped to watch his progress, and when he finally pulled himself up onto the roof, they rewarded him with a muted round of applause.


George spent a few moments studying the other side of the wall. As always, the descent was going to be more difficult than the ascent. He swung his left leg over and lowered himself slowly down, clinging onto the gutter with both hands while he searched for a foothold. Once he felt the windowsill with a toe, he removed one hand. That was when his shoe came off, and the grip of the one hand that had been clinging to the guttering slipped. He’d broken the golden rule of maintaining three points of contact. George knew he was going to fall, something he regularly practised when dismounting the high bar in the college gym, but the bar had never been this high. He let go, and had his first piece of luck that day when he landed in a damp flower bed and rolled over.


He stood up to find an elderly gentleman staring at him. Did the poor fellow imagine he was confronting a shoeless burglar, George wondered.


‘Can I help you, young man?’ he asked.


‘Thank you, sir,’ said George. ‘I have an appointment with Mr Benson.’


‘You should find Mr Benson in his study at this time of day.’


‘I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know where that is,’ said George.


‘Through the Fellows’ archway,’ he said, pointing across the lawn. ‘Second corridor on the left. You’ll see his name printed on the door.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ said George, bending down to tie up his shoe lace.


‘Not at all,’ said the elderly gentleman as he headed off down the path towards the masters lodgings.


George ran across the Fellows’ lawn and through the archway into a magnificent Elizabethan courtyard. When he reached the second corridor he stopped to check the names on the board: AC Benson, Senior Tutor, third floor. He bolted up the steps, and when he reached the third floor he stopped outside Mr Benson’s room to catch his breath. He knocked gently on the door.


‘Come,’ responded a voice. George opened the door and entered the senior tutor’s domain. A rotund, ruddy-faced man with a bushy moustache looked up at him. He was wearing a light checked suit and a yellow-spotted bow tie under his gown, and seated behind a large desk covered in leather-bound books and students’ essays. ‘And how may I help you?’ he enquired, tugging at the lapels of his gown.


‘My name is George Mallory, sir. I have an appointment to see you.’


‘Had an appointment would be more accurate, Mallory. You were expected at three o’clock, and as I gave express orders that no candidate should be allowed to enter the college after that hour, I am bound to enquire how you managed to get in.’


‘I climbed over the wall, sir.’


‘You did what?’ asked Mr Benson rising slowly from behind his desk, a look of incredulity on his face. ‘Follow me, Mallory.’


George didn’t speak as Mr Benson led him back down the steps, across the courtyard and into the lodge. The porter leapt up the moment he saw the senior tutor.


‘Harry,’ said Mr Benson, ‘did you allow this candidate to enter the college after three o’clock?’


‘No, sir, I most certainly did not,’ said the porter, staring at George in disbelief.


Mr Benson turned to face George. ‘Show me exactly how you got into the college, Mallory,’ he demanded.


George led the two men back to the Fellows’ garden, and pointed to his footprints in the flower bed. The senior tutor still didn’t look convinced. The porter offered no opinion.


‘If, as you claim, Mallory, you climbed in, then you can surely climb back out.’ Mr Benson took a pace back, and folded his arms.


George walked slowly up and down the path, studying the wall carefully before he settled on the route he would take. The senior tutor and the college porter watched in astonishment as the young man climbed deftly back up the wall, not pausing until he had placed one leg over the top of the building and sat astride the roof.


‘Can I come back down, sir?’ George asked plaintively.


‘You most certainly can, young man,’ said Mr Benson without hesitation. ‘It’s clear to me that nothing is going to stop you from entering this college.’
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Saturday, July 1st, 1905


When George told his father he had no intention of visiting the Moulin Rouge, it was the truth. Indeed, the Reverend Mallory had already received a letter from Mr Irving with a detailed itinerary for their visit to the Alps, which did not include stopping off in Paris. But that was before George had saved Mr Irving’s life, been arrested for disturbing the peace and spent a night in jail.


George’s mother was never able to hide her anxiety whenever her son went off on one of his climbing trips, but she always slipped a five-pound note into his jacket pocket, with a whispered plea not to tell his father.


George joined Guy and Mr Irving at Southampton, where they boarded the ferry for Le Havre. When they disembarked at the French port four hours later, a train was waiting to transport them to Martigny. During the long journey, George spent most of his time staring out of the window.


He was reminded of Mr Irving’s passion for punctuality when they stepped off the train to find a horse-drawn charabanc awaiting them. With a crack of the coachman’s whip, the little party set off at a brisk pace up into the mountains, allowing George to study even more closely some of the great challenges that lay ahead of him.


It was dark by the time the three of them had booked into the Hôtel Lion d’Or in Bourg St Pierre, at the foot of the Alps. Over dinner Mr Irving spread a map across the table and went over his plans for the next fortnight, indicating the mountains they would attempt to climb: the Great St Bernard (8,101 feet), Mont Vélan (12,353 feet) and the Grand Combin (14,153 feet). If they succeeded in conquering all three, they would move on to Monte Rosa (15,217 feet).


George studied the map intently, already impatient for the sun to rise the next morning. Guy remained silent. Although it was well known that Mr Irving selected only the most promising climbers among his pupils to accompany him on his annual visit to the Alps, Guy was already having second thoughts about whether he should have signed up.


George, on the other hand, had no such misgivings. But even Mr Irving was taken by surprise the following day when they reached the top of the Great St Bernard Pass in record time. Over dinner that evening George asked him if he could take over as climbing leader when they tackled Mont Vélan.


For some time Mr Irving had realized that George was the most accomplished schoolboy mountaineer he had ever come across, and was more naturally gifted than his seasoned teacher. However, it was the first time a pupil had asked to lead him – and on only the second day of their expedition.


‘I will allow you to lead us to the lower slopes of Mont Vélan,’ conceded Mr Irving. ‘But once we’ve reached 5,000 feet, I’ll take over.’


Mr Irving never took over, because the next day George led the little party with all the assurance and skill of a seasoned alpinist, even introducing Mr Irving to new routes he’d never considered in the past. And when, two days later, they climbed the Grand Combin in a shorter time than Mr Irving had achieved before, the master became the pupil.


All George now seemed to be interested in was when he would be allowed to tackle Mont Blanc.


‘Not for some time yet,’ said Mr Irving. ‘Even I wouldn’t attempt it without a professional guide. But when you go up to Cambridge in the autumn, I’ll give you a letter of introduction to Geoffrey Young, the most experienced climber in the land, and he can decide when you’re ready to approach that particular lady.’


Mr Irving was confident, however, that they were ready to take on Monte Rosa, and George led them to the summit of the mountain without the slightest mishap, even if Guy had at times found it difficult to keep up. It was on the way down that the accident occurred. Perhaps Mr Irving had become a little too complacent – a climber’s worst enemy – believing that nothing would go wrong after the triumphant ascent.


George had begun the descent with his usual confidence, but when they reached a particularly sheer couloir he decided to slow down, remembering that Guy had not found that part of the route easy to negotiate during the ascent. George had almost traversed the couloir when he heard the scream. His immediate reaction undoubtedly saved the lives of all three of them. He thrust his axe into the deep snow and quickly looped the rope around the shaft, securing it firmly against his boot while holding onto the rope with his other hand. He could only watch as Guy careered past him. He assumed that Mr Irving would have carried out the same safety procedure as he had, and that between them they would halt the momentum of Guy’s fall, but his housemaster had failed to react quite as quickly, and although he had dug his axe firmly into the snow, he hadn’t had time to loop the rope around its shaft. A moment later he too came flying past George. George didn’t look down, but kept his boot wedged firmly against the axe head and tried desperately to maintain his balance. There was nothing between him and the valley some six hundred feet below.


He held firm as both of them came to a halt and began swinging in mid-air. George wasn’t confident that the rope wouldn’t snap under the strain, leaving his companions to fall to their deaths. He didn’t have time to pray, and as a second later he was still clinging to the rope his question seemed to have been answered, if only temporarily. The danger hadn’t passed because he still had to somehow get both men safely back onto the mountain.


George looked down to see them clinging on to the rope in desperation, their faces as white as the snow. Using a skill he’d developed while endlessly practising on a rope in the school gymnasium, he began to swing his two companions slowly to and fro, until Mr Irving was able to establish a foothold on the side of the mountain. Then, while George held his position, Irving carried out the same process, swinging Guy back and forth until he too was finally secure.


It was some time before any of them felt able to continue the descent, and George did not release his axe until he was convinced that Mr Irving and Guy had fully recovered. Inch by inch, foot by foot, he led the two badly shaken climbers to the safety of a wide ledge, thirty feet below. The three of them rested for nearly an hour before Mr Irving took over and guided them towards safer slopes.


Hardly a word passed between them over dinner that evening, but all three of them knew that if they didn’t return to the mountain the following morning, Guy would never climb again. The next day, Mr Irving led his two charges back up Monte Rosa, taking a longer and far less demanding route. By the time George and Guy had returned to the hotel that evening, they were no longer children.


On the previous day, it had only taken a few minutes before all three climbers were safe, but each of those minutes could have been measured in sixty parts, and then not forgotten for a lifetime.
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It was clear from the moment they entered Paris that Mr Irving was no stranger to the city, and George and Guy were only too happy to allow their housemaster to take the lead, having already agreed to his suggestion that they should spend the final day of their trip in the French capital celebrating their good fortune.


Mr Irving booked them into a small family hotel, located in a picturesque courtyard in the 7th arrondissement. After a light lunch he introduced them to the day life of Paris: the Louvre, Notre Dame, the Arc de Triomphe. But it was the Eiffel Tower, built for the Universal Exhibition of 1889 in celebration of the centenary of the French Revolution, that captured George’s imagination.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Mr Irving when he caught his charge looking up at the highest point of the steel edifice, some 1,062 feet above them.


Having purchased three tickets for six francs, Mr Irving herded Guy and George into an elevator which transported them on a slow journey to the top of the tower.


‘We wouldn’t even have reached the foothills of Mont Blanc,’ George commented as he looked out over Paris.


Mr Irving smiled, wondering if even conquering Mont Blanc would prove enough for George Mallory.


After they had changed for dinner, Mr Irving took the boys to a little restaurant on the Left Bank where they enjoyed foie gras accompanied by small glasses of chilled Sauternes. This was followed by boeuf bourguignon, better than any beef stew either of them had ever experienced, which then gave way to a ripe brie; quite a change from school food. Both courses were washed down with a rather fine burgundy, and George felt it had already been one of the most exciting days of his life. But it was far from over. After introducing his two charges to the joys of cognac, Mr Irving accompanied them back to the hotel. Just after midnight he bade them goodnight before retiring to his own room.


Guy sat on the end of his bed while George started to undress. ‘We’ll just hang around for a few more minutes before we slip back out.’


‘Slip back out?’ mumbled George.


‘Yes,’ said Guy, happily taking the lead for a change. ‘What’s the point of coming to Paris if we don’t visit the Moulin Rouge?’


George continued to unbutton his shirt. ‘I promised my mother . . .’


‘I’m sure you did,’ mocked Guy. ‘And you’re now asking me to believe that the man who plans to conquer the heights of Mont Blanc isn’t willing to plumb the depths of Parisian night-life?’


George reluctantly rebuttoned his shirt as Guy switched off the light, opened the bedroom door and peeked out. Satisfied that Mr Irving was safely tucked up in bed with his copy of Three Men in a Boat, he stepped out into the corridor. George reluctantly followed, closing the door quietly behind him.


Once they had reached the lobby, Guy slipped out onto the street. He’d hailed a hansom cab before George had time for second thoughts.


‘The Moulin Rouge,’ Guy said with a confidence he hadn’t shown on the slopes of any mountain. The driver set off at a brisk pace. ‘If only Mr Irving could see us now,’ said Guy as he opened a silver cigarette case George had never seen before.


Their journey took them across the Seine to Montmartre, a mountain that hadn’t been part of Mr Irving’s itinerary. When they came to a halt outside the Moulin Rouge, George wondered if they would even be allowed into the glamorous nightclub when he saw how smartly dressed most of the revellers were – some even wearing dinner jackets. Once again Guy took the lead. After paying the driver, he extracted a ten-franc note from his wallet and handed it to the doorman, who gave the two young men a doubtful look but still pocketed the money and allowed them to enter.


Once they were inside, the maître d’ treated the two young men with a similar lack of enthusiasm, despite Guy producing another ten-franc note. A young waiter led them to a tiny table at the back of the room before offering them a menu. While George couldn’t take his eyes off the cigarette girl’s legs, Guy, aware of his dwindling finances, selected the second cheapest bottle on the wine list. The waiter returned moments later, and poured each of them a glass of Sémillon just as the lights went down.


George sat bolt upright as a dozen girls dressed in flamboyant red costumes revealing layers of white petticoats performed what was described in the programme as the Cancan. Whenever they kicked their black-stockinged legs in the air they were greeted by raucous cheers and cries of ‘Magnifique!’ from the mainly male audience. Although George had been brought up with two sisters, he had never seen that much bare flesh before, even when they were bathing at St Bees. Guy called for a second bottle of wine, and George began to suspect that this was not his close friend’s first experience of a nightclub; but then, Guy had been raised in Chelsea, not Cheshire.


The moment the curtain fell and the lights came up, the waiter reappeared and presented them with a bill that bore no resemblance to the prices on the wine list. Guy emptied his wallet, but it wasn’t enough, so George ended up parting with his emergency five-pound note. The waiter frowned when he saw the alien currency, but still pocketed the large white banknote without any suggestion of change – so much for Mr Balfour’s entente cordiale.


‘Oh my God,’ said Guy.


‘I agree,’ said George. ‘I had no idea that a couple of bottles of wine could cost that much.’


‘No, no,’ said Guy, not looking at his friend. ‘I wasn’t referring to the bill.’ He pointed to a table by the stage.


George was just as astonished when he spotted their housemaster sitting next to a scantily dressed woman, an arm draped round her shoulder.


‘I think the time has come for us to beat a tactical retreat,’ said Guy.


‘Agreed,’ said George. They rose from their places and walked towards the door, not looking back until they were out in the street.


As they stepped onto the pavement, a woman wearing an even shorter skirt than the waitresses selling cigarettes in the Moulin Rouge strolled across to join them.


‘Messieurs?’ she whispered. ‘Besoin de compagnie?’


‘Non, merci, madame,’ said George.


‘Ah, Anglais,’ she said. ‘Juste prix pour tous les deux?’


‘In normal circumstances I would be happy to oblige,’ chipped in Guy, ‘but unfortunately we’ve already been fleeced by your countrymen.’


The woman gave him a quizzical look, until George translated his friend’s words. She shrugged her shoulders before moving away to offer her wares to other men who were spilling out of the nightclub.


‘I hope you know your way back to the hotel,’ said Guy, appearing a little unsteady on his feet. ‘Because I’ve no money left for a hansom.’


‘Haven’t a clue,’ said George, ‘but when in doubt, identify a landmark you know, and it will act as a pointer to your destination.’ He set off at a brisk pace.


‘Yes, of course it will,’ said Guy as he hurried after him.


George began to sober up as they made their way back across the river, his eyes rarely leaving his chosen point of reference. Guy followed in his wake, and didn’t speak until forty minutes later when they came to a halt at the base of a monument many Parisians claimed to detest, and wished to see dismantled bolt by bolt, girder by girder, as soon as its twenty-year permit had expired.


‘I think our hotel’s somewhere over there,’ said Guy, pointing towards a narrow side street. He turned back to see George staring up at the Eiffel Tower, a look of sheer adoration in his eyes.


‘So much more of a challenge by night,’ George said, not diverting his gaze.


‘You can’t be serious,’ said Guy, as his friend headed off in the direction of one of the four triangular feet at the base of the tower.


Guy ran after him, protesting, but by the time he’d caught up, George had already leapt onto the frame and begun climbing. Although Guy continued to shout at the top of his voice, he could do no more than stand and watch as his friend moved deftly from girder to girder. George never once looked down, but had he done so he would have seen that a small group of night owls had gathered below, eagerly following his every move.


George must have been about halfway up when Guy heard the whistles. He swung round to see a police vehicle drive onto the concourse, coming to a halt at the base of the tower. Half a dozen uniformed officers leapt out and ran towards an official Guy hadn’t noticed until then, but who was clearly waiting for them. The official led them quickly to the elevator door and pulled open the iron gates. The crowd watched as the elevator made its slow journey upwards.


Guy looked up to check on George’s progress. He was only a couple of hundred feet from the top, and seemed entirely unaware of his pursuers. Moments later the elevator came to a stuttering halt by his side. The gates were pulled open and one of the policemen took a tentative step out onto the nearest girder. After a second step, he thought better of it and quickly leapt back inside. The senior officer began pleading with the miscreant, who pretended not to understand his words.


George was still determined to reach the top, but after ignoring some reasoned words, followed by some harsh expletives that could have been understood in any language, he reluctantly joined the officers in the elevator. Once the police had returned to the ground with their quarry, the watching crowd formed a gangway to the waiting vehicle, applauding the young man all the way.


‘Chapeau, jeune homme.’


‘Dommage.’


‘Bravo!’


‘Magnifique!’


It was the second time that night that George had heard a crowd crying, ‘Magnifique!’


He spotted Guy just as the police were about to bundle him into the van and drive off to heaven knows where. ‘Find Mr Irving,’ he shouted. ‘He’ll know what to do.’


Guy ran all the way back to the hotel and took the lift to the third floor, but when he banged on Mr Irving’s door there was no response. Reluctantly he returned to the ground floor and sat on the steps, awaiting the arrival of his housemaster. He even considered making his way back to the Moulin Rouge, but on balance decided that that might cause even more trouble.


The hotel clock had struck six before a carriage bearing Mr Irving pulled up outside the front door. There was no sign of the scantily dressed lady. He was surprised to find Guy sitting on the steps, and even more surprised when he discovered why.


The hotel manager only needed to make a couple of phone calls before he located which police station George had spent the night in. It took all of Mr Irving’s diplomatic skills, not to mention emptying his wallet, before the duty officer agreed to release the irresponsible young man, and only then after Mr Irving had assured the inspector that they would leave the country immédiatement.


On the ferry back to Southampton, Mr Irving told the two young men that he hadn’t yet made up his mind whether to report the incident to their parents.


‘And I still haven’t made up my mind,’ responded Guy, ‘whether to tell my father the name of that club you took us to last night.’
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