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For my mother, Janie Caesar, and in memory of my father, Lieutenant Commander Ben Caesar, Royal Navy (1938–1982)





Have we vanquished an enemy? None but ourselves. Have we gained success? That word means nothing here. Have we won a kingdom? No… and yes. We have achieved an ultimate satisfaction… fulfilled a destiny. To struggle and to understand—never this last without the other; such is the law.

—George Mallory, “Mont Blanc from the Col du Géant by the Eastern Buttress,” Alpine Journal, 1918

Then, with many other men,

He was transported in a cattle-truck

To the scene of war.

For a while chance was kind

Save for an inevitable

Searing of the mind.

—Herbert Read, “Kneeshaw Goes to War,” 1918

Keep smiling.

—Maurice Wilson, letter to Enid Evans, 1933
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PROLOGUE THE WORLD WILL BE ON FIRE


• March 20–April 10, 1934 •

Before he began his trek to Mount Everest, Maurice Wilson changed into a magnificent costume. He was thirty-five years old. The fine blond hair of his youth had run to silver and thinned to a widow’s peak. Two or three machine-gun scars blotted the skin on his left arm and back, like pitch marks on a golf green. His arm still ached, every day. So did his knees—the legacy of an inexpert parachute jump made more than a year earlier. Nevertheless, he was fit, strong, and rail thin after months of training, intermittent fasting, and long periods of sober living. Wilson was not a handsome man. Not exactly. The features were too pronounced, the picture was hung a little askew. But even in his current unkempt state, when a scruffy new beard carpeted his usually smooth cheeks, he was beguiling. Many women had fallen hard for Wilson’s blue-green eyes, and his boyish grin, and his percussive Yorkshire accent, with its sonorous vowels and dropped aitches. He was unlike other men. He was difficult to ignore.

Night had fallen. Wilson dressed in his hotel room, in the hill town of Darjeeling, which lay in the northeast of Britain’s vast Indian empire. In a few hours, Wilson would start to walk more than three hundred miles to the north side of Everest, in Tibet. He then planned to climb the mountain, alone—and, in doing so, to become the first person ever to reach its summit, the highest place on earth.

The idea was mad any way you looked at it. No climber from four separate official British expeditions—the first in 1921, and the latest only the previous year, in 1933—had reached the summit of Everest. Those parties comprised the best alpinists of their generation and were supported by teams of porters carrying bountiful supplies. The odds of a novice such as Wilson succeeding where those missions had failed were vanishingly long, as every pundit had told him. But Wilson was not interested in expert opinion, otherwise he would have turned back long ago. He was interested in the power of human will, and the motions of the soul. Everest was a job he felt was within him.

Wilson had been expressly forbidden by the British authorities—both in India and at home in England—to make the journey. The Tibetan government had not given him permission to enter their kingdom, and the British were anxious to avoid a diplomatic incident. If Wilson was discovered at any point on his trek, he would be arrested. He knew he was in most danger of apprehension on the first part of his journey: out of Darjeeling, and through the British protectorate of Sikkim, with its leech-infested rivers, verdant forests, and sparkling waterfalls. For that reason, he had paid his hotel bill six months in advance, to throw the police off the scent. He also planned to leave Darjeeling at midnight, in disguise as a Tibetan priest.

Wilson had hired three Bhutias, Sikkimese men of Tibetan ancestry, to accompany him to Everest. The most senior of them, an experienced climber and porter named Tsering, helped him into his outfit. The disguise was dazzling: a Chinese brocaded waistcoat in gold, with gold buttons at the side, which Wilson thought made him look like a circus trainer; dark blue cotton slacks; a bright red silk girdle. To finish the look, Wilson wore a fur-lined Bhutia hat, with large earflaps to cover his white man’s hair, dark glasses to hide his white man’s eyes, and he carried a decorative umbrella. Somewhat ruining the effect, he also wore a pair of hobnail boots—huge, high, heavy items with nails driven into the soles for extra grip. A ludicrous outfit. Wilson loved it. He and Tsering had laughed themselves silly when Wilson first tried on the disguise.

Before Wilson left the hotel, he wrote a final letter to Enid Evans, his soul mate—and the only person who believed from the very beginning of the adventure that Wilson would succeed in reaching and climbing Everest. Enid was slim, winsome, brown-haired, stylish, vivacious, and married. Wilson was cripplingly in love with her, and not just because of her faith in his mission. She, too, was enraptured by the ebullient adventurer, and his wild stories. Recently, their affair had flourished in letters.

Now, Wilson was leaving Darjeeling. With no more opportunities to send mail before his climb on Everest, he wrote to Enid for a final time, telling her about his beautiful, absurd outfit, and about when he might return from the mountain. He wrote that she would be with him, in his thoughts, the whole way. Before he signed off, he told Enid, if she were with him, “I might let you kiss me.”

With his letter finished and addressed, Wilson made his final preparations. He carried with him much of his climbing equipment, disguised in what looked like bags of wheat. He had also sewn many pockets into his outfit. In one, he placed a small emerald-green diary, made in Japan, upon whose cover the words Present Time Book were embossed. His entries in the diary would eventually resemble a long and intimate letter to his lover alone. (“Of course,” he wrote, “I’m writing all this to Enid, she’s been the golden rod from the start.”) In another pocket, he stashed a pistol, to ward off brigands in Tibet. Around his neck was a gold cross with RITA engraved on one side, and AMOR VINCIT OMNIA on the other. Amor vincit omnia: “love conquers all.”



Midnight ticked around. Zero hour. Wilson left the hotel by the back door, then met Tsering on the street. The plan was to rendezvous with the other two Bhutias, Tewang and Rinzing, at midday, in a hideout near the banks of the river Tista, on the outskirts of Darjeeling. Wilson and Tsering walked out of town in the early hours of the morning without incident. As day broke, they entered the valley of the raging Tista River, when—to their horror—they saw a policeman on the road. The officer spotted the pair before they could slip away. Wilson had no choice but to perform his ridiculous charade with as much confidence as he could muster. He was five feet eight and a half inches tall—too big for a Tibetan. He walked with his aching knees bent, to obscure his height. He then opened his umbrella, carrying it low over his face, to shield his features.

The policeman ordered them to stop. Tsering spoke to the officer. Wilson stood there under his umbrella, as dumb as a lamppost. All the while, he calculated his next move. If the policeman searched his belongings, he was done for. Not only were his bags full of climbing supplies, and a movie camera, but there was the revolver. A priest with a gun!

By some good fortune, the policeman took Wilson’s silence and curious behavior to be a sign of modesty. He allowed the pair to continue up the road, unsearched. Wilson hoped his escape from Darjeeling had remained a secret. Not only had he prepaid his hotel bill, but he had sworn his Bhutia coconspirators to silence about their joining his Everest trip. He knew that eventually his absence would be noted, but he surmised that his precautions would, at the least, buy him some time.

Wilson and Tsering had plotted their clandestine trek into Tibet with the care of advancing generals. It was three hundred miles of walking and climbing. Their path followed the Tista River nearly all the way through Sikkim. In Tibet, the route bisected the peaks of Kangchenjau and Chomiomo, which both stood higher than twenty-two thousand feet. It then followed the Yaru River past the ancient, beautiful, isolated fortresses of Khampa Dzong and Tengkye Dzong, and then across a desolate plain that looked to Edward Shebbeare, a mountaineer from a previous Everest expedition, like “the mountains of the moon.”

At Shekar Dzong, a fairy-tale place—a fortified monastery and village, consisting of a crazy series of regular white buildings built into the side of a hill—the route swung south, toward the great peaks of the Himalayas, the Rongbuk Monastery, and, finally, into the valley that led to Everest. It was a journey from leech-filled jungle, to ankle-breaking foothill, to the high desert, where the air was thin and the nights were frigid, to the mountain that inhabited Wilson’s dreams.



Wilson’s chief fear was being arrested. The previous year, the official British expedition to Everest had traveled on a similar route to the one he planned to take, with some minor variations. Unlike Wilson, they had smoothed their political problems before they set off. Each member of the 1933 British expedition carried a passport stamped with a message, written in Tibetan, granting him access to “the snowy mountain of Chamalung”—one of the local descriptions for Everest—in exchange for not shooting any wildlife in the sacred places of Tibet, and with the promise they would not beat their servants. Wilson possessed no such document. However, he knew that he was unlikely to be apprehended once he was actually in the wild highlands of Tibet—a sparsely populated kingdom. The quicker he could slip across the border, then, the better. To avoid detection, Wilson decided to travel almost exclusively at night, and to camp during the day. He had also bought a pony to carry some of his gear. Two of the Bhutias had gone ahead to a town called Kalimpong to fetch the animal.

Tsering and Wilson rendezvoused with Tewang, Rinzing, and the pony, as planned. In the days ahead Wilson’s party would sometimes travel in pairs—leapfrogging each other to prepare camps, or to shop for food—but for now, they traveled as a foursome. The trek was fast and eventful. When they encountered another policeman at night, along the banks of the Tista River, the four men dived into a bed of nettles to hide. Wilson was stung from head to toe. When he rested in the daytime, he sometimes slept in the open with his face buried in the crook of his elbow, to obscure his Western features, while sand flies buzzed and bit him. Curious Sikkimese villagers came to inspect his unmoving form. Tsering told them that the prostrate man was a deaf, mute priest who was very sick.

The privations of the trek did not bother Wilson much. He could take heat, leeches, insect stings. He had suffered worse. There was a thrill, as he wrote to Enid, in the “do and the dare” of the adventure. The simple act of sneaking out of Darjeeling and heading for the mountain was its own triumph. His diary entries, written in pencil, told the story of a man reveling in his audacity:


Moved on again Mch 23rd 2 a.m. and camped just after dawn. 7 p.m. Struck camp and had terrific climb for 3 hours. Stopped at inn while boys and pony had drink. Stayed outside. Down steep grade 1 hour and camped at dawn after sleeping in open few hours. Mch 24th Sat. Had eggs and milk from bazaar for breakfast. Party marvellous, couldn’t wish for better, very happy. People keep light all night in house to keep away spirits. S. [Tsering] has little red bag Lama gave him for good luck. Had bath and feel fine. Time doesn’t drag at all.



The route soon became tough. One night in Sikkim, the band of runaways walked sixteen miles on a mountain track that seemed to Wilson like a “reversing spiral staircase.” The pony almost fell off a cliff. At the end of their nighttime trek, they bartered for oranges with a passing team of workers sleeping on the road. In the morning, the men passed Wilson again, carrying yards of electric cable bound for the Tibetan capital, Lhasa, and singing a song that sounded Russian to Wilson’s ears.



In the quiet moments during his escape from Darjeeling, Wilson reflected on his situation. In the ten months since he’d left England in his airplane, many inches of newspaper had been expended on what most people believed was a doomed mission, and what he believed was his destiny. Men from the Air Ministry in London had tried to stop him from flying to India. He had ignored their warnings. British government officials had made several attempts along the way to turn him back. He had outfoxed every one of them. He was banned from flying over Nepal to Everest, and his plane was impounded. He decided to walk. Spies observed his movements in Darjeeling, lest he make a break for the mountain. They had no idea he had left town. Now, here he was, halfway to Everest, having bested all the naysayers and pen pushers who stood in his way.

As Wilson walked, he contemplated the lives of the people he traveled with, as well as the simplicity, calm, and contentment of his current existence. On the night of March 26, his diary noted both a change in the climate, and in his mood:


Getting cooler daily… Quite interesting to estimate nearness of dawn by the many jungle sounds, the bird calls are so pretty, and I use one when wanting anything inside tent. Thank heaven, no tent today and can see the sunshine. Sun just coming over hill and shining on book as I write. Mountain stream few yards away. Have never been out of sound of rushing waters since leaving Darjeeling… Jungle life is wonderfully attractive, the best I have known yet.… Another couple of days shall be wearing woollies [woolen underwear]. Hope when I’m sun black, shall be able to visit inns with party. Bought pack of cards and feel like game, but these people get so excited playing, might give the show away… Just had wholemeal bread. This stuff will play no small part in success. Pity the chappie is keeping it so near his socks in rucksack. S. [Tsering] is cleaning my revolver. What a roving and happy race these people are. You will see the happy camp fires all along the road after the days work. From dark till dawn. The rice is cooked, and after the evening meal, out come the cigs and they enjoy themselves for a couple of hours before getting down to it. Green grass for my pillow, green grass for my bed, whilst we poor “Civilised” saps are running around in a perpetual state of nervous excitement, and getting WHERE?



Wilson’s diary continued in its oscillation between the ecstatic (“beautiful red bird fluttering round here, vivid vermillion”) and the banal (“6 boiled eggs… porridge too”). He knew he was close to breaking out of Sikkim and into Tibet. He paused to take in the extraordinary scenery: near-vertical mountains on either side of him, and a waterfall ahead. He felt, he wrote, like “the Prince of Wales at a Highland gathering.”

Wilson could by now see snow on the hilltops in the distance. That evening, he watched the light die on the white-capped mountains. He knew that in less than two days he would be hearing the crunch of snow under his own boots. Wilson still traveled at night, with his umbrella up, and rested in his tent during the day—just in case he bumped into anyone paying him unwelcome attention. He longed to walk freely. As the party climbed, they looked behind them and saw a dense haze of heat in the valley. Now, on the higher ground, a cool breeze dried their sweat. When they stopped, Tsering brewed Wilson mugs of tea.

The landscape turned flatter and the weather even cooler as the party approached the border. They passed villages full of deserted houses, their inhabitants now working the fields in the warmer lowlands of Sikkim. Patches of snow lay on the ground. The air was now so thin that it was hard to start a fire. Tsering had bought a set of bellows to help with cooking and heating. He told his boss that, in Tibet, there was little firewood, so they used dried pony dung for fuel—a custom that tickled Wilson. He checked his altimeter on Thursday, March 29. The machine told him they were at 15,600 feet: 9,000 feet higher than Darjeeling. Wilson began to arrange his kit and his food supplies for Everest.



On Friday, March 30, Wilson crossed the border. His diary was exultant:

“Now in forbidden Tibet and feel like sending government a wire ‘Told you so’ or ‘How’d you like your eggs boiled.’ ”

The victory fizzed in Wilson’s blood. He set out on a fearsome trek the next day. He felt he could walk in the daylight now, although he still wore his priest’s disguise as a precaution. He estimated that the group covered between twenty-five and thirty miles on that Saturday alone. On the Tibetan plateau, where a fast, cold wind blew in their faces, where the sun beat down, and the elevation was around fifteen thousand feet above sea level, the effort was Olympian. Wilson staggered into camp that night, sunburned, exhausted, but thrilled at the progress he had made.

The party decided to rest up until the following morning to recover from their exertions. When they set off again, the ground underneath them had turned almost to sand, and a strong wind blew earth and grit into their faces. Wilson didn’t mind. He thought the villages they passed looked like the North African settlements he had once flown over in his plane: the houses arranged around little courtyards. There was something of the desert about Tibet. Wilson loved its bleakness, and its beauty. The roof of the world.

The Bhutias were starting to feel “a pain at the temples” due to the altitude, which they alleviated by chewing chili peppers, but Wilson himself claimed to be unaffected. Nothing, it seemed, could dampen his joy. He wrote, “The boys are already talking about what we are going to do on our way back.… It is lovely that everyone is so optimistic.”

Wilson finally dispensed with the priest’s outfit. In the sun-filled days, he now wore a mauve flying shirt, green linen trousers, and white tennis shoes. (Wilson thought he looked as if he were dressed for a “picnic.”) He also began to take more photographs with his camera. He was still anxious not to draw too much attention to himself, but the landscape and its people were irresistible. He wanted a record of this demiheaven to show the world once he returned. In 1934, how many white men had experienced this austere landscape, had wandered among this “happy race” on the high Tibetan plains? Fewer than a hundred?

The elevation increased. Wilson now started to get headaches himself. He blamed it on the thinness of his hat, rather than the thin atmosphere—the effects of which he understood poorly. Wilson and the three Bhutias stripped to cross the ice-cold Yaru River. At the house of a Chinese man, they stopped to buy eggs. Soon there would be no more villages, and nowhere to buy food, until Wilson’s party reached the Rongbuk Monastery, and the beginning of the climb. Wilson had taught himself how to endure monthlong fasts. He believed abstinence was the source of his redoubtable strength. But even he—with his anti-scientific theories about the workings of the human body—knew that, on the world’s highest mountain, he would need fuel in his belly. On the trek, he had become a disciple of Quaker Oats. The oats were “marvellous good,” he wrote, like a man with a sponsorship deal.



On the morning of April 12, 1934, Wilson’s efforts over the previous three weeks were rewarded when he climbed a hill and, at its summit, was greeted with an astonishing view of Everest. Wilson’s vantage point was at around 17,000 feet. The summit of Everest was a little higher than 29,000 feet. It was the first time Wilson had seen the mountain up close. The top section looked like a giant’s tooth made of rock and ice. A white plume of wind-whipped snow spun away from its highest slopes. A dazzling cobalt blue surrounded the black pyramid of its peak. The sight should have shaken Wilson to the soles of his hobnail boots. He was about to attempt to climb that unforgiving pyramid, alone. But instead, he admitted to nothing but joy and excitement.

“What a game,” he wrote. “Maybe, in less than 5 weeks, the world will be on fire.”

In the Present Time Book, Wilson’s pencil scrawl mostly recorded his daily struggles, or his optimistic thoughts of success, or a fleeting pang of loneliness. Occasionally, however, the text hinted at a past teeming with darker memories. And as the summit of Everest came into view in those bright days in Tibet, and the prospect of the last act of his adventure approached, Wilson’s mind was cast back to events that would never leave him.

“16 years since I went into the line in France for stunt,” he wrote, apropos of seemingly nothing.

Sixteen years earlier, it had been 1918. Wilson was nineteen years old and dressed in khaki.






CHAPTER ONE DO I UNDERSTAND THIS MADMAN?


• 2011–19 •

In 2011, you read a paragraph about an Englishman from the 1930s who decided to climb Everest and was forbidden from doing so—a man so driven and defiant that he flew a plane thousands of miles, then walked hundreds more in a priest’s outfit, to the foot of the world’s tallest mountain, just to begin his attempt—and you want to know more. The question is why. Not just for him, but for you. Why did he need Everest, and why do you care?

The first question is the work of this book. But the second? Perhaps because you have watched Everest become a high-altitude bucket-list item for tourists, with nightmarish consequences, and you are drawn to a time when even traveling to its base camp was like flying to the moon. Perhaps it is because when the story of Maurice Wilson first bites, you are in your thirties, the same age as he was when he began to feel the pull of the mountain. Perhaps it is because you have often felt the lure of adventure. Perhaps because you also understand a little about loss, and trauma—not as much as Wilson did, but enough. Or perhaps some stories hook writers unaccountably. In any event, you want to know him better. The kind of knowledge you desire is total. He begins, not unhappily, to haunt your nights.

You read the literature on Wilson. It’s nowhere near satisfactory. He is dismissed by generalists as a crank, and by alpine historians as a reckless amateur—a footnote in the history of mountaineering. The first serious attempt to narrate his story, I’ll Climb Mount Everest Alone, a slim book written by an English journalist named Dennis Roberts, and published in London in 1957, is not only frequently and corrosively wrong, but is hamstrung by a deal the author struck with his best sources, Enid Evans and her husband, to keep scandal from their door. Roberts never spoke to Wilson’s family. You want to go back and shake him. The most enduring legacy of Roberts’s work, you soon understand, is to paint Wilson as a religious eccentric who attempted Everest to prove the strength of his version of Christianity—an interpretation for which there is scant supporting evidence. The book, you soon realize, does not begin to explain the man.

You sense Wilson’s story is richer. You look for raw material. But Wilson has never been considered a major figure. No libraries are dedicated to his work, no archivists guard his legacy. You try to find a living relative: someone who knew someone who knew him. No luck. Wilson died childless and so did two of his three brothers. You are nearly certain that the only Wilson brother to have had children has no living grandchildren. Nearly certain.

One day you read The Crystal Horizon, a book written by the world’s most accomplished high-altitude mountaineer, Reinhold Messner. This wild and intense man from the South Tyrol became the first person to climb all fourteen of the world’s “eight-thousanders”—the peaks measuring more than 8,000 meters (or 26,247 feet). You find that Messner was bitten by Wilson, too.

The Crystal Horizon relates how, in 1980, Messner made the first solo ascent of Mount Everest, without the use of supplementary oxygen. It was an astonishing achievement, one of many in Messner’s life. But the thing that grips you is his fixation on Maurice Wilson. Time and again he returns to the story of the Englishman’s attempt on Everest. Messner describes Wilson as a kindred spirit and sees a similar motivation in his own desire to climb mountains. During his account of the Everest coup, Messner writes to Wilson as if to a friend:


“The way is the goal” is a Buddhist saying, and mad as Wilson might seem, I have taken this persevering Don Quixote, who always carried with him in his rucksack some mementoes of the for him unattainable Enid Evans, to my heart. He is dearer to me than the legion of all those who anxiously build their little houses and preserve their lives for the old-age pension.



Messner describes sitting, in 1980, on a rock outside of his bivouac, at twenty-six thousand feet, looking out across the Tibetan plateau, two days’ climb away from the summit of Everest. He knows he should be melting snow, to create the four liters of water he needs to drink. But somehow, he can’t make himself do it. He is exhausted, and terribly cold. He cannot move. Death is close. At this moment, Messner becomes lost in a waking dream about Maurice Wilson:


If Wilson had managed to get up here, I think suddenly, would he have reached the summit? Wilson was tougher than I am, uncompromising and capable of enduring loneliness. The stretch above me seems to be really easy, so Wilson would have been able to climb it, at least as far as the North-East ridge. Do I understand this madman so well because I am mad myself? Or do I take comfort in the constancy of this man in my delusion to prove something?



One brilliant autumn day in 2015, you visit Messner in his castle near Bolzano, in the Dolomite Mountains. Stone lions and Buddhas guard the gates. Messner’s face is weathered and gray-bearded, and his eyes are as icy blue as the Tyrolean sky. As you talk about Wilson, a rueful smile creeps across his face. It’s been more than thirty years since Messner wrote The Crystal Horizon. Evidently, Wilson has not released his bite.

“He was alone,” Messner says. “He was really alone.”



You redouble your efforts and once more scour the archives. You strain to interpret the original pencil scrawl in Wilson’s Present Time Book. You read every migration record and every ship’s manifest that bears his name, and many more that don’t. Eventually, you find pertinent documents in New Zealand, and in America; in Britain, and in Canada. You befriend historians who unearth nuggets of gold. You read war diaries and dozens more books. One day, you fly to Bremen, Germany, where a writer of incalculable kindness, recognizing a fellow seeker, hands you a box full of documents that includes Wilson’s letters—letters that have never been reproduced in English; letters you’ve never seen. The only payment he requires for the treasure he has given you is lunch.

Years pass. A complicated, dazzling, difficult picture of Wilson accretes. You soon understand that so much that has been written about him is inaccurate. Wilson now seems close enough that you can sometimes hear him. How do you like your eggs boiled? Sometimes, you sit next to him as he eats his dinner, like a friend or lover. But sometimes, you lose him. He feels distant and ancient. You approach him less like an intimate than like a detective. Months, even years, of his life go by in which you track him by his passport stamps. When you do find him again, sometimes you don’t like him much. For every moment in which he seems amiable and heroic, in another he can seem unkind and reckless. It is all the same person. You find that his occasional cruelty only makes the question of his motivation more urgent.

How to know him better? You drive to an airfield in the rolling countryside of southwest England to fly a de Havilland Tiger Moth, a flimsy biplane built only a few years after the Gipsy Moth that Wilson flew to India. You hear the roar he heard; you shiver in the open cockpit; you feel the thing slip and yaw as you yank the joystick this way and that. It’s still not quite enough. You’re not a climber, but you consider whether to walk to Everest from Darjeeling, and then to attempt the mountain yourself, by Wilson’s route. It would be a journey of months: a mad, dangerous, and ruinously expensive proposition. You get as far as registering your interest in an expedition to the mountain, before your spot is taken by a more resolute and solvent traveler. The idea is parked.

You decide to take one more shot at finding a family member close enough to Wilson to know something of real value. You check every line on the tree. You often wish he had a less common surname. You write to the probate offices in several cities, asking to read last wills and testaments. Maurice Wilson had three brothers: Fred, Victor, and Stanley. If one of them left something to a name you don’t recognize, maybe there’s an opening: someone who knows someone who knows something. The wills arrive in the post. One morning, a document arrives that quickens your heart.

Wilson’s oldest brother, Fred, married twice. You didn’t know that. One grandson from that second union survives, Wilson’s great-nephew. You didn’t know that, either. You find the great-nephew’s name, and you call him. He is in his seventies. Before you even state your business, he knows who you are.

“This about Maurice, then?”

The thick Yorkshire accent: sonorous vowels and dropped aitches. No writer has talked to the great-nephew before. It seems as if he were waiting his whole life for the call. He invites you to tea. When you get to his house, he brings out a box of documents from a chest in his dining room. Inside are things you’ve never seen—photographs, documents, marginalia, the second half of a poem you assumed was lost forever. You take pictures of the trove on your phone. You realize that your hands are shaking.

The great-nephew then tells you almost everything he knows about Maurice Wilson. It’s not a lot, but it’s something. He was ten years old when his grandfather died. What would an old man tell his young grandson about his long-dead brother? In fact, you find yourself telling Maurice Wilson’s great-nephew things that cause his eyes to widen: things he has never heard.

There is one great secret about Maurice that the great-nephew says he will take to his grave. Those are his words: “I’ll take it to me grave.” No amount of questioning on that afternoon, or at any other time, will release it. Nevertheless, you’re as certain as you can be that you know what the secret is.



In the moment, the great-nephew’s tease is unbearable. But on the drive home, you experience a minor and happy epiphany: there is never one fact or secret about a life that explains someone. To think so would be to misunderstand both people and stories. None of us could ever satisfactorily relate the unfathomably dense experience of our own lives, let alone someone else’s. “No,” wrote Joseph Conrad in Heart of Darkness, “it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence—that which makes its truth, its meaning, its subtle and penetrating essence. It is impossible. We live, as we dream—alone.”

The thing that saves us is stories. Not the whole truth, but the essence of it. Of course, the storyteller strives for facts and secrets. That is the noble, Sisyphean task. But narratives are always incomplete. They swirl around spots of time. In most people’s lives, and certainly in Wilson’s, some days come to mean more than the others. You understand that to explain Wilson, you need to know which days mattered to him.

One windy morning in April 2018, you drive through northern France, and across the border into Belgium, in search of one of the days in which Wilson’s story was forged. You park in an unremarkable town now called Wijtschate. There is an empty church, and a bar doing a brisk trade at 11:00 a.m. You walk northwest out of the town. A thin road leads down a hill, alongside a stream. Copses dot the landscape. The fields are cut neatly; black-and-white cows watch you stupidly. There is nothing here, at first glance, to suggest the tumult that occurred on this unremarkable and lightly undulating patch of Belgian countryside, exactly one hundred years ago to the day—nothing until you enter the pristine cemeteries filled with English surnames: Belcher, Healey, Greaves.

16 years since I went into the line for stunt.






CHAPTER TWO OWING TO HIS PLUCK


• April 24–August 10, 1918 •

On the night of April 24, 1918, Second Lieutenant Maurice Wilson lay flat in a dewy field in Flanders, awaiting the first battle of his life. Mist and fog were in the air, but the moon was bright, and the stumps of the trees that had once formed pleasant hillside woods were downlit like props. For three days, Wilson’s battalion—the 1/5 West Yorkshire Regiment (Prince of Wales’s Own), which was universally known as the First Fifth battalion—had waited in position near the ruined town of Wytschaete. The English troops called the place White Sheet.

Wilson and his men were strung out in lines around a ravaged clump of trees known by the local farmers as le grand bois: the big wood. Their front line was in an exposed spot, fifty to a hundred feet below the crest of a hill, and in full view of the enemy. The First Fifth had no trenches. Its lines consisted of a series of shell holes, dugouts, and ditches. When the Germans shelled the British troops, as they did that night, it was purely a matter of luck who caught one, and who did not.

After nearly four years of war, the whole British army was in retreat. Millions of men from both the German and the Anglo-French sides of the conflict had already died along the Western Front—a jagged stitch in northern Europe, which stretched from the English Channel to the Swiss border, whose entrenched outline had not significantly changed between the end of 1914 and the beginning of 1918, despite all the mud, rats, murder, shellfire, and barbed wire there.

Now, finally, in the spring of 1918, the conflict was in flux, and it seemed likely that the whole business would soon be decided. The United States had entered the war on the side of the British and the French. The Germans knew they had to make a decisive breakthrough before the arrival of the American military. In March, the Germans launched their Spring Offensive with a massive artillery bombardment—their biggest of the war—followed by infantry attacks. First, the Germans attacked south of Wilson’s battalion, and then they attacked farther north, in Flanders itself. The British and the French fought a retreat, but they would eventually have to rebut the German advance. For Wilson’s battalion, that moment had now arrived.

As the First Fifth dug in, near White Sheet, Wilson celebrated his twentieth birthday. He and his men were defending the Vierstraat Ridge, and the high ground at Kemmel, where the British heavy artillery was positioned. In a landscape that was notably flat, the hill at Kemmel was a major prize for the Germans as they tried to break the British defenses, then advance all the way to the English Channel at Dunkirk. The outcome of the entire war seemed to hinge on whether the Germans could rupture the Allied lines that spring. On April 11, 1918, the British commander, Field Marshal Douglas Haig, sent a message to his troops:


There is no other course open to us but to fight it out. Every position must be held to the last man: there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause each one of us must fight on to the end. The safety of our homes and the Freedom of mankind alike depend upon the conduct of each one of us at this critical moment.



Now, Wilson lay on his belly, in the fog, awaiting the onslaught.



It had taken two years for Wilson to see real action. In May 1916, he enlisted at Belle Vue Barracks, in Bradford—the industrial city where he had spent all his life, and where his father, Mark, owned a small but thriving textiles business, in the world capital of the wool trade. Maurice was just eighteen years old when he joined up. More than 2.5 million British recruits had preceded him.

When the war broke out, in the late summer of 1914, the regular British army was dwarfed by Germany’s. Britain’s regular soldiers, nicknamed the Old Contemptibles, numbered around 270,000. More than half of those men were stationed overseas, in the British Empire. Britain also had at its disposal around 220,000 “territorials,” men who trained as soldiers on weekends and at summer camps. Lord Kitchener, the new secretary of state for war, understood that Britain had to rapidly enlarge its army if it was to stand a chance in a long conflict in Europe. Forced conscription, however, was considered politically unviable. Britain needed volunteers.

Parliament sanctioned a dramatic increase in army numbers. Kitchener immediately began his campaign to recruit one hundred thousand young men. In the music halls—the variety theaters that were still wildly popular in Bradford, and around the country—entertainers sang sickly patriotic songs such as “Your King & Country Want You” to attract young men to the cause. Its refrain rang out:


Oh! we don’t want to lose you, but we think you ought to go,

For your King and your Country both need you so;

We shall want you and miss you, but with all our might and main,

We shall cheer you, thank you, kiss you, when you come back again.



Astonishingly, nearly half a million British men volunteered within a month. The generation of young Britons who signed up had known nothing but peace in Europe their whole lives. It had been forty-five years since the major powers fought a war. The prospect of a conflict out of the history books seemed almost romantic: set-piece battles, a swift advance to victory, cheers and kisses on return. But the First World War was nothing like any other war that had come before it. Napoléon had no machine guns at the Battle of Waterloo.

These men weren’t to know that. Those half million recruits, memorialized in Philip Larkin’s poem “MCMXIV”—the lads “grinning as if it were all an August Bank Holiday lark”—signed up with little or no idea of the maelstrom they were about to enter.

Kitchener’s drive for more soldiers had a particular impact on Bradford and the north of England. Kitchener and the generals believed men would be more likely to enlist if they could serve alongside people they knew—either from their place of work, or from the area where they lived. These units of volunteers became known as the Pals or Chums battalions. As a recruitment tactic, it was a wild success. Battalions were formed from groups of men who shared an employer (the Glasgow Tramways Battalion) or a common heritage (the Tyneside Irish Battalions) or even a pastime (the Sportsman’s Battalions). Most, however, simply joined with men from their area. The city of Manchester alone eventually raised nine Pals battalions. In the first year of the war, Bradford raised two Pals battalions. Officially, they were known as the Sixteenth and the Eighteenth Prince of Wales’s West Yorkshire Regiments. Most people called them the First and Second Bradford Pals.





[image: Image]



The Wilsons knew many young men who filled Bradford’s two Pals battalions. But for many in the city, it was more attractive to join Bradford’s existing territorial, or part-time, army battalion: the First Sixth. This unit, which had begun its life in 1908, was a battalion of pals before the idea had a name. Before the war, its members had spent many wet weekends together, practicing musketry, marching, and the other trades of soldiery, before returning to their jobs in the city on a Monday morning.

When Britain declared war on Germany, the Wilson boys—Fred, Victor, Maurice, and Stanley—were twenty, nineteen, sixteen, and eleven, respectively. Officially, one had to be eighteen to sign up to the army, and nineteen to serve abroad. Although many British teenagers disregarded these regulations and lied about their ages, it’s clear from military documents that the Wilson family followed the rules. That they did so is unsurprising. Mark Wilson was a staunch Christian, and a children’s rights activist. There was no way a Wilson boy would fight underage.

In 1914, the two oldest boys, Fred and Victor Wilson, were perfect candidates to serve. Fred, however, did not enlist. The precise reason why is lost to history. Fred had poor eyesight, which may have saved him. He was also a mathematics wizard. Mark Wilson’s textiles firm would have needed Fred at a time when uniforms were more in demand than ever.

Victor Wilson, however, signed up at Belle Vue Barracks in September 1914, as a private—the lowest rank of common soldier. In the sole remaining photograph of Victor, he is lean and handsome, with a high forehead and wavy hair brushed back. His dark eyes promise mischief and perhaps romance. If somebody said you were looking at the photograph of a minor modernist poet, you would believe them. Victor enlisted in the First Sixth in that initial, crazy rush of recruitment. He served in the trenches before being injured in the leg by shellfire in 1915, then returned to the front line some months later.

Maurice Wilson had to wait for his eighteenth birthday before he could follow his brother. Counting the days, he clerked at his father’s firm. As Maurice walked a mile or so to work, from his family’s terraced house on Cecil Avenue to the smoking chimney of his father’s mill at Holme Top, he saw how the war was changing the city.

Before the outbreak of war, Bradford was a thrilling city in which to live. In the summer of 1914, Bradford hosted the Great Yorkshire Show, whose star attraction was the “world’s first passenger air service.” (In fact, the true “world’s first” passenger air service was a short-lived shuttle across Tampa Bay, Florida, between St. Petersburg and Tampa, which had run for a few weeks in the early months of 1914 and had used a Benoist Model XIV plane with a seventy-five-horsepower engine.) It had been a little more than a decade since the Wright Brothers’ first-ever powered flight, in North Carolina. By the end of 1913, there were still only eighty airworthy private craft in Britain. The idea of catching an airplane on a schedule—as you would a train or a tram or a bus—was alien, and wonderful.

For the three days of the Great Yorkshire Show, the Yorkshire Post and Yorkshire Evening Post newspapers sponsored two Blackburn Type I monoplanes—which had a vast, eagle-like wingspan—to ferry single passengers between Leeds and Bradford, every half an hour: a journey of nine miles. The first flight took off at a little after 10:00 a.m. on the morning of Wednesday, July 22. The pilot, Harold Blackburn, flew with Dorothy Una Ratcliffe, the Lady Mayoress of Leeds, in front of him. When Blackburn’s airplane landed safely at the Quarry Bank sports field in east Bradford a few minutes after takeoff, a cow in a neighboring paddock was so alarmed that it jumped a wall and chased the machine, before being driven off.
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