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GEOFFREY WINTHROP YOUNG 

BY ARNOLD LUNN 

(This paper, originally written for J'he Mountain World, is published 
here by kind permission of the Swiss Foundation for Alpine Research. 
The author spoke from this paper to the Alpine Club at a meeting on 
June 14, 196o.) 

I 

EOFFREY WrNTHROP YouNG was one of those mountaineers \vho 
are tacitly accepted as the most representative climbers of a 
particular epoch. His relationship to the last decade before 

the First World War was much the same as that of Whymper to the 
Golden Age and Mummery to the Silver Age of mountaineering, and 
as in the case of both Whymper and Mummery, his fame owes as much 
to his books as to his climbs. Young was born on October 25, 1876, 
and died on September 8, I 9 58. I le was the second son of Sir George 
Young, Bt. Sir George, who was one of the pioneers of the Alps and 
was the first to climb the J ungfrau from the Scheidegg, lost a brother 
on the descent from the summit of Mont Blanc. Sir George, as the 
leader of this guideless party, felt responsible for his brother's death 
and never climbed again. I had been warned before I first met him 
never to mention mountains in his presence and the solitary reference 
of his to mountains that I recall was just after Young and I had returned 
from a search party in the Pyrenees. Hugh Pope, perhaps the most 
brilliant of the younger mountaineers, had been killed in the course 
of a solitary ascent of the Pie du Midi d'Ossau. After dinner, Sir 
George took me aside and asked me how the accident had happened, 
and I felt that he was reliving his own tragedy. I summed up in a 
few words what little we knew about the tragedy. He sighed deeply 
and rejoined the other guests. 

Sir George was, I think, a disappointed man. He had hoped for a 
political career but his attempts to enter Parliament as a Liberal had 
ended in failure. He was rather unapproachable and seemed to me 
to have few contacts with the clever and entertaining people whom 
Geoffrey Young brought down to 'Formosa' weekend after weekend. 
In this as in other respects he was a complete contrast to his wife . 
Lady Young was exceptional not only for the brilliance of her mind 
but also for a beauty which the years seemed to mature rather than to 
erode. Nobody could resist her charm. The astringent wit with 
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. which she commented on human frailties was redeemed from unkind
ness by a discerning sympathy. Nobody who was in trouble appealed 
to her in vain. 

Geoffrey Young was educated at Marlborough and Trinity College, 
Cambridge, where he was awarded the Chancellor's Medal for English 
verse. In I 900 he became an assistant master at Eton and after five 
years accepted a post as inspector of Secondary Schools. He was 38 
when the First World War began and, too old to begin a military career 
as an infantry subaltern, he served first with the Friends' Ambulance 
Unit in Flanders, and later in command of the First British Ambulance 
for Italy. He was mentioned in British Despatches and awarded the 
Belgian Order of Leopold for exceptional courage and resource, and 
the Italian silver medal' for Valour'. In 1917 he was severely wounded 
and his leg had to be amputated above the knee. 

Young described his war experiences in a memorable book, T'he 
Grace of Fo1rgetting. His problem was to prevent his irregular unit 
being sent home for, at first, the Army resented any unit which was 
not directly under military command. In a war in which the front 
line casualties were exceptionally heavy Young's difficulties were 
aggravated by the fact that Army authorities began .with a strong 
prejudice against a unit which included many young men of military 
age, a unit which, though often under fire, did not in point of fact 
suffer a fatal casualty while Young was in command. Some of them 
were later killed in Italy. Young's friendship at high Army levels, his 
own reputation as an exceptionally courageous mountaineer, and his 
talent for human relations alone kept the Unit at the front during the 
tragedy of Ypres. Young does not overstate the case when he writes, 
'By this patient manreuvring at many H.Q.'s we had secured for our 
men the opportunity of saving several thousand soldiers' lives, and very 
many thousand lives 0f civilians and children, where there had been 
no one else so placed, at the time, as to be able to do anything at all'. 
In Italy, as in Belgium, the drivers and doctors of the Friends' Ambulance 
Unit enjoyed a deservedly high reputation for their determination to 
spare the wounded unnecessary pain. 

After the war Young worked as an European consultant to the 
Rockefeller Foundation and from 1932 to 1941 he was Reader in 
Comparative Education at London University. In 1918 he married 
Eleanor, daughter of that great mountaineer William Cecil Slings by, 
who survives him with their son, a member of the Alpine Club, and 
daughter. Young was fortunate in his marriage. His wife had an 
affectionate understanding of his endearing weaknesses and a discerning 
admiration for his great qualities both as a man and as a writer. Her 
selfless devotion to him helped him to endure the long months of his 
last painful illness. 
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II 

Young's first climbing season was in 1897, his last in 193 5. His 
guideless climbs included the first ascent of the South-east ridge of the 
Nesthorn, but once he had met the incomparable Joseph Knubel the 
partnership between the greatest amateur and greatest professional of 
that particular decade was never again broken. In an entertaining 
paper read to the Alpine Club, 'Two Days With a Guide' (Alpine 
Journal, 1909, p. 472), Young writes: 

'I admit that I climb with a guide. The confession is painful but 
necessary, and I must hope that the weakness will be attributed not so 
much to a want of originality as to a preference for a sense of security. 
I find that, take him all round, the guide meets me in better training, 
lasts rather longer, and occasionally climbs even better than the 
majority of amateurs with a month's holiday .... 

'Yet the gentle art of managing a guide, digging him out of the 
depressing public opinion of the hut, humouring his local climbing 
superstitions, pressing him when he is only pouting, knowing where to 
yield when his real instinct is speaking, cheering him along when he's off 
under full sail, has its own fascination for the pseudo-psychologist, apart 
from the pleasing sensation of his stability at the further end of the rope.' 

Alain de Chatellus, in Les Alpinistes Celebres, credits Young with the 
power which Talleyrand regarded as the hallmark of superior per
sonalities, the power to use other people to ensure one's own suc
cess, and he considers that Young's association with Knubel 'had far 
more in common with that which unites members of a guideless party'. 

No mountaineer of that period had a longer list of new ascents. 
These included a new route up the Weisshorn from Zinal, the South
west face of the Do m, the East and West faces of the Zinal Rothorn, the 
Y ounggrat on the Brei thorn, the South face of the Taschhorn, the 
South face of the Ecrins, the West and East ridges of the J orasses, the 
Brouillard Ridge of Mont Blanc from Col Emile Rey, the direct ascent 
of the Grepon from the Mer de Glace, and his last great climb the Rote 
Zahne Ridge of the Gspaltenhorn. After his leg had been amputated 
he returned to the Alps and climbed the Wellenkuppe, the Weisshorn 
to within 500 ft. of the summit, Matterhorn, Petits Charmoz, Requin, 
Grepon and Zinal Rothorn. He achieved Monte Rosa in an 18-hour 
day. 'To at least one of his companions', writes Sir Claude Elliott, 
,;vho was the companion in question, 'this appeared to be the greatest 
physical feat he had ever witnessed'. 

To have climbed one great peak with an artificial leg would have been 
a praiseworthy stunt, but to continue climbing peak after peak in spite 
of this grievous handicap was only possible to a man of Young's in
domitable spirit. 
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Young's most difficult climb was the Grepon from the Mer de Glace. 
Modern climbers grade pitches from I to VI and the most difficult 
section of this climb, which Knubel climbed by 'axe-point nicking 
into hard rock,' is graded V sup. This section, according to the 
Alpine Journal, XXV, p. 740, 'removes the climb outside the class of 
those that can be justifiably or even sanely led by more than two or 
three men now living'. Modern rock specialists who are tempted to 
smile at this verdict should remember that Young's party climbed in 
nailed boots, a very different matter from climbing in rubbers. 

The remarkable advance in rock climbing standards began just before 
the First World War. The ascent by S. W. Herford and G. S. Sansom 
of the Central Buttress of Scafell was the only climb of that period which 
still enjoys immense prestige with the modern climbers. Herford who 
was Young's companion on the Rote Zahne was killed in the First World 
War. Had he lived, he would have been among the first to raise the 
standard of rock climbing from the Vth grade, which he had attained, 
to the VIth grade . Young would never have claimed to be as good a 
rock climber as IIerford, but he was perhaps the best all round amateur 
of the day. That great Swiss mountaineer, Alfred Ziircher, in the 
course of a speech at the Alpine Club, said 'Once I asked Joseph 
Knubel whom he considered his best amateur climber. He said 
without hesitation : " Mr. Young was just as good in the mountains 
as I ever was", probably the finest compliment one of the world's 
most famous guides could ever pay.' 

III 

My friendship with Geoffrey Young began when I reviewed his 
poems' Wind and Hill' for The Isis, the Oxford undergraduate journal 
of which I \vas at that time the Editor. Our friendship illustrated the 
strength of the mountain bond for he had not a great deal in common, 
other than the mountain link, with his 'queer rough interesting friend' 
as he once described me to a mutual acquaintance. Our other point 
of contact was our insatiable appetite for books. Young was not only 
a great reader but a fascinating conversationalist on literary themes. 
As I write I recall his room in London, with overflowing bookshelves 
right up to the ceiling, and the long happy hours when we talked books 
and mountains. 

Young had his enemies both within and \vithout the Alpine Club. 
He was accused of vanity and affectation, but there have been few 
creative artists, a term which includes those whose medium is the written 
word, who have not been vain. Most of the greatest artists have been 
inordinately vain. We insult our fellow men if we are so proud as to 
be indifferent to their good opinion, and \Ve pay them a compliment by 
the vanity which welcomes their praise. 
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Young took imn1.ense trouble over his occasional contributions to 
the Alpine Journal and I made a point of writing to him when I had 
particularly enjoyed what he had written, as for instance his admirable 
obituary of Franz Lochmatter, which has never been reprinted. 'In 
conversation', said Samuel J ohnson, 'praise is instantly reverberated', 
but Young depended more than most people on 'reverberation' 
provoked by what he wrote. 

Vanity is mischievous when it distorts a man's judgement of his own 
achievement. Young, because he normally climbed with a guide, 
was tempted to minimise the very real distinction between guideless 
and guided climbing, as for instance in the following passage from 
Mountain Craft: 

' ... he vvill not allow his decision to take a guide to be influenced by 
any fear that the credit of his party will be diminished in any com
petent mountaineer's eyes by the fact that a prejudiced or a thoughtless 
modern virtuosity might jeer at it as "guided".' 

IV 

Geoffrey Young grew up in a house built by his great-grandfather, 
Admiral Sir George Young, on an island in the Thames, which the 
Admiral called 'Formosa' because it was ' the loveliest place that he 
had seen in the world'. His house was constructed on the plan of a 
battleship, ' vith portholes on the ground floor. The plans were 
approved by King George III and an old battleship was towed up the 
Thames and broken up on the lawns to provide oak for the walls. 

Sir George Young was my first landlord after I married. Lady 
Young prevailed on him to let me have a charming house, near Formosa, 
at a rent which though modest proved more than we could afford when 
the war began. Suttoncroft, Cookharn, was within a few hundred 
yards of Formosa on the Thames. 

I have never been happier, even in my beloved Alps, than at Sutton
croft. The memory of the unmarred felicity of those early months of 
married life has resisted the erosion of ti1ne and has been reinforced by 
the incidence of Death. 

'Are not the best beloved of years 
Around our hearts for ever ? ' 

On Sunday afternoons the lawns at Formosa would be crowded with 
Geo:ffrey's friends. It was a great privilege for a young man to meet 

\ 

so many of the more brilliant intellects of that period. 
Sir George Young and his sons fought between them seven unsuccess

ful elections as Liberal candidates before Geoffrey's younger brother 
Hilton, nowt Lord Kennet of the Dene, was elected as a Liberal in 

t Since deceased . 

• 
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i9 I 5. Hilton had a distinguished war record. l-Ie took part in the brilliant 
action at Zeebrugge in which he lost an arm. In I929 he was elected 
to Parliament as a Conservative and later raised to the peerage as Lord 
Kennet of Dean. 

Most of those I met at Formosa were Liberals. The Liberal party 
was an uneasy coalition not only between the successors of the old 
Whigs and the Radicals but also between Nonconformists and secularists. 
Geoffrey and most of his friends would have thought it a waste of time 
to attack religion. They preferred to ignore it. 

The pattern of nineteenth -century politics in England is recognisable 
in Burke's analysis of the struggle for power which preceded the French 
Revolution. The object of the J acobins, so Burke maintained, was to 
transfer political power from the landed gentry, who were closely 
associated with the Army, to the cities, to 'tradesmen, bankers, ad
vocates '. 'Men of letters ', he added, 'hitherto generally thought the 
most peaceable (and even timid part of society) are the chief actors of 
the French Revolution'. The class struggle in Victorian England had 
much in common with the first phase of the French Revolution. The 
landed gentry, most of whose sons served either as regular or territorial 
officers in the Army, were staunchly Conservative. The Victorian Liber
als, on the other hand, were recruited very largely from upper middle 
and middle classes, from leaders of the industrial revolution, from Non
conformists with a strong bias against the Army, and from intellectuals. 
For such Liberals victories were to be won not by the bullet but by the 
ballot. The ballot men, often secretly envious of the bullet men, 
console themselves by despising the bullet men as unintelligent. That 
brilliant cartoonist Low was a typical ballot man and as a target for his 
satire he selected a regular officer, Colonel Blimp, who was always 
represented as a complete ass. A careful study of Colonel Blimp in 
the thirties is a little disconcerting to Mr. Low's admirers, for it would 
seem that it was Blimp who showed prescience and Mr. Low who was 
blind. Shortly after Hitler had assumed power, Blimp was derided 
by Low for exclaiming, 'To ensure peace we must have plenty of 
aeroplanes', and again in the same year I 934 for his naivety in remarking, 
'By God, Sir, Wins ton is right. We must have more armaments'. 

I never heard anybody discuss the possibility of war on the quiet 
lawns at Formosa. I myself shared the illusions and prejudices of 
Geoffrey's entourage. It never crossed my mind that Fiel~-Marshal 
Lord Roberts of Kandahar, who was campaigning at that time for 
conscription, was a better judge of the European situation than the 
clever people I met at Formosa or than the Editor of The Nat£on, the 
oracle of those clever people, and the predecessor of The New Statesman, 
who asserted that 'on the German side Social Democracy, with its 
zo0/ 0 of soldiers in the German Army, will stop war and the growth of 



106 GEOFFREY WINTHROP YOUNG 

German armaments'. It is interesting to contrast this kind of non
sense with the prescience of Roberts of Kandahar, who as early as 1908 
predicted that the war would break out in 1914 and would be won by 
the allies under the command of a then unknown French Colonel, 
Ferdinand Foch, quoted by Douglas Jerrold in Georg£an Adventure. 

Young in his fascinating book of memoirs, The Grace of Forgetting, 
recalls the illusions which I shared, when in the last weeks of the war 
'it really seemed to us that the golden age was beginning, and that the 
hopes of our early liberal sympathies were finding fulfilment, as the 
news came in hourly almost of falling dynasties . .. . . The illusion was 
not fated to last long. Nor has it returned.' Yes, the dynasties fell 
and in due course Lenin replaced the Tsar and Hitler the Kaiser and 
the illusion of a Golden Age proved shortlived. 

Why were all these clever men who believed themselves the van of 
progress so incapable of understanding the world in which they lived 
and of predicting the shape of things to come ? Why, again, did so 
many of them welcome with enthusiasm the Russian Revolution as the 
dawn of yet another Golden Age ? 

Maynard Keynes, later Lord Keynes, who was among those who 
welcomed the Bolsheviks as the architects of Utopia and whose book, 
The Economic Consequences of the Peace, profoundly influenced the 
course of events, suggests one explanation for his own failure to foresee 
the horrors of Nazism and Communism. In his memoirs he writes: 
'We repudiated all versions of the doctrine of original sin, of there 
being insane and irrational springs of wickedness in most men. We 

• 

were not aware that civilisation was a thin and precarious crust erected 
by the personality and the will of very few and only maintained by rules 
and conventions skilfully put across and guilefully preserved. We had 
no respect for traditional wisdom or the restraints of custom. As 
cause and consequence of our general state of mind we completely 
misunderstood human nature, including our own.' 

'Every man', writes Samuel J ohnson, 'thinks meanly of himself for 
not having been a soldier or having been to sea. The profession of 
soldier has the dignity of danger.' And this sense of inferiority perhaps 
explains the determination to belittle or even to ignore the great qualitie£ 
which war tests. In the First World War, Young was for a few weeks 
a war correspondent of the great Liberal paper, The Daily News, and 
expressed what many of his readers believed or wished to believe when 
he wrote: 'The uncertain outlines of the Waterloo monument in this 
grey half light have a sinister look. How soon will the squalor of these 
new fights be, in its turn, converted into such memorials, to entrap new 
generations into dreaming that there is still glory in war.' 

During the later phases of the Battle of Britain I dined in the Mess of 
a Fighter Squadron. It was at a time when, as I knew, we were down 
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to our last reserves. The survivors were given far too little rest, and 
many of those whom I met that evening looked drawn and tired. Those 
young men who, day after day, faced overwhelming odds in the air, 
had not been 'entrapped' into war by the hope of glory. They 
fought and continued to fight because no normal Englishmen would 
have wished to survive in an England conquered by Hitler. Was 
there no glory in England's 'finest hour' ? 

Sir Alfred Wills, from whose ascent of the W etterhorn in r 8 54 it is 
customary to date the beginning of the Golden Age of mountaineering, 
remarked to Geoffrey Young, when he proposed him for the Alpine 
Club: 'The Alps may profoundly influence your philosophy of life 
when you are old enough to have one.' As indeed they did, but 
Young's philosophy of mountaineering was also profoundly influenced 
by his secular and Liberal philosophy. In his famous book, On High 
Hills, he describes the first impact of the First World War: 'When I 
thought of the mountains, it was only to wonder whether I should 
discover at last that the sensations I had found among them were only 
the pretence, the self-deceptions contrived to make an adventure out 
of quiet living, which the world was accustomed to pronounce them; 
and that the battle thrill, the imminence of danger less calculable, was 
- as it claimed the real thing. It took but a few months of the fitful 
fevers and long fears of war to answer that question for me decisively 
and for always. Those monotonous reactions of · the spirit to un
natural violence and dangerous ugliness how could anyone who had 
lived through even a week of destruction in Ypres and a day of 
action and sight upon the Matterhorn continue to compare the jangling 
monochord of death with the deep resonant chords of life with which 
our every sense responded to "the chief things of the ancient mountains 
and the precious things of the lasting hills. '' ' 

Of course a day's climbing on the Matterhorn which ends with a good 
dinner and a comfortable night in bed is incomparably pleasanter than 
the discomfort and perils of the front line trenches. Those who climb 
do so for their own amusement, but it was the wholly exceptional front 
line fighter who was consistently happy. The motive which compelled 
so many splendid officers to decline a staff job and to return to their 
front line battalion was very different from the motive which inspires 
the mountaineer. If, however, I were to adapt Young's comparison 
between being bombed in Ypres and mountaineering, I can only say 
that my experience of London during the great raids leads to con
clusions different from his. The satisfaction which is the reward of a 
climber who has accomplished a difficult climb, particularly if the 
conditions are advetse, storm for instance, ranks far below the corporate 
pride which sustained us during the great raids of 1940, the pride of 
knowing that the hope of the nations which had been overrun, and the 

, 
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hope of those who would have been overrun had we failed, was founde_d 
on their c·onviction that 'London can take it'. 

Young's essay The Influence of Mountains upon the Development of 
Human Intelligence (The W. P. Ker Memorial Lecture; J ackson, Son 
& Company, Glasgow) illustrates Anatole France's apothegm: 'J'ai 
remarque ', writes Ana to le France, 'que les philosophes vivaient generale
ment en bonne intelligence avec les poetes . ... Les philosophes savent que 
les poetes ne pensent pas; cela les desarme, les attendrit et les enchante '. 
The flowering of Greek genius was due, Young claims, to the balance 
and proportion of the mountains and 'the definiteness of the Greek 
sunlight'. In point of fact the Greek mountains are dull and un
distinguished and there is nothing in the Greek combination of moun
tains, blue seas and 'definiteness' of sunlight .which cannot be matched 
elsewhere, in the American continent for instance, both north and 
south of the Equator. In Italy, we are told, 'there was a structural 
disproportion in some great part of the Italian scene, which dissipated 
much of the concentration of environmental effect' and therefore the 
inspiration' would have died out but for the recourse to Grecian sources'. 
The influence of Greece on the Renaissance has, as Spengler showed, 
been grossly exaggerated. 'The Renaissance', he wrote, 'never even 
touched the real Classical, let alone understood or revived it. The 
consciousness of the Florentine elite, wholly under literary influences, 
fashioned the deceptive name to positivise the negative elements of the 
movement thereby demonstrating how little such currents were 
aware of their own nature. There is not a single one of their great 
works that the contempories of Pericles, or even those of Caesar, would 
not have rejected as utterly alien.' Be that as it may, the attempt to 
explain the differences between the artistic developments of Greece 
and Italy in terms of the influence of their respective mountain ranges 
is a fascinating example of Young's ingenuity as a special pleader, for 
no explanation of the flowering of genius as a product of material en
vironment even begins to be plausible. If the environment had such 
influence why was its influence restricted to a comparatively brief 
period ? In Athens, as later in Florence, the creative period was 
followed by long centuries of sterility. Greek art petered out in 
Alexandria, where painters with no inspiration invented new tendencies 
with which they successfully bluffed the public. Florence sank to the 
level of Salvator Rosa. The truth is that literature not art was Young's 
province. I never found in his writings or heard in his conversation 
any informed comment on art or architecture. 

V 
'Les poetes ne pensent pas' is only a partial explanation of the in

adequacy of Young's attempts to analyse his own response to mountain 

-
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beauty. Again and again Young seems to be hovering nervously on 
the frontier of pseudo-mysticism. 'The structure of a solid mountain 
block', he writes, ' does affect us in some way spiritually', but he 
makes no attempt to explain why, and he can write of the 'semi-divine 
or fourth-dimensional quality of the relationship between some men 
and some hills' and just leave it at that. Young had been conditioned 
to believe that enlightened people do not waste time discussing the . 
supernatural, and it was this conformity to the intellectual fashion of 
his entourage which prevented him drawing explicit conclusions from 
the spiritual implications of his mountain philosophy. Indeed he 
very much resented being invited to be more precise. While he was 
writing Mountains with a Difference I urged him to clarify his own 
interpretation of the influence of mountain beauty on man. He 
replied angrily: 'No, I'm dashed if I'm going to start formulating 
aesthetics for you! I expect I look fundamentally on the whole show 
as a set of forces, experienced in various forms and currents. And 
some in combination contributing to "good". And the reaction of 
the human life force from the mountain personification belongs to the 
good .... Well, well.' 

Any attempt to interpret man's response to the mountains is of 
interest, provided it be distinguished by clarity and integrity. One 
of the most moving and beautiful passages in mountain literature is 
from the pen of an atheist, Llewelyn Powys, who died at Davos and 
whose passage on the Aebi wood above Davos ends: 'In December, 
January and February it is the austerity of the wood that becomes 
specially apparent. Then it is that the stately fir-trees, standing 
motionless in their white bondage, lift up patient heads of endurance 
in an astral universe without an end or a beginning, in a universe which 
to the fugitive race of men subject to death must for ever remain in
comprehensible.' 

Young's closest approach to a confessio fidei will be found in a paper 
which he read to the Alpine Club: ' Should the Mountain be brought to 
Mahomet? (A.J. 52. 172), but it is a statement of faith in which the 
great issue is evaded and in which his own beliefs are concealed rather 
than revealed. You know exactly what Llewelyn Powys meant in the 
passage I have just quoted, but I doubt if even Young himself could 
have explained passages such as these: 'When we place ourselves 
actively in contact with a hillside, associate our brief activity with the 
slower rhythm of change of the life within it and upon it, our eyes 
with its forms and colours, our ears with its sound and silence, our hands 
and feet with its modulating surface in a word, when we set our whole
ness of conscious life in continuous moving contact with its differently
timed existence, we are establishing a relationship between the moun
tain personality and our own; by which I mean the rhythm of life and 
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order which governs the mountain shape and duration and that by 
which we live.' Young, of course, does not explain what he means 
by 'mountain personality'; 'personality' is an attribute of life and the 
mountains are dead, yet as Leslie Stephen said, 'in spite of all reason we 
are tempted to attribute some shadowy personality' to the mountains. 
No clue to this mystery emerges from the smoke-screen of unilluminat
ing metaphors in the above passage, but in his finest poem there are 
stanzas which instead of attributing personality to the mountains, an attri
bution which is irrational, Young writes as if there had been moments 
among the mountains \vhen he was conscious of the companionship of 
a personality wholly distinct from the personalities of his climbing 

• companions. 

• 

I never see him, but his tread 
sounds just before my own; 
one thought designs the task of day, 
one effort wins the upward way, 
dividing, yet alone; 
one hope, one vigour of intent, 
swayed by one resolute consent 
of sympathy unsaid. 

He shares the song-time round the fire, 
the morn-break bitterness; 
he revels in the sheer ascent, 
and finds new worlds for wonderment 
• • 1n every gr1m recess; 
sure foot to grip the perilous ledge, 
strong hand to grasp the rough-glad edge 
of each unconquered spire. 

He opens an enchanted gate 
for each untrodden ridge; 
he cleaves the blue precipitate stair 
up the white domes of froze11 air, 
and moulds the foam-snow bridge; 
how small the earth to those wide eyes, 
and the near welcome of the skies 
how infinitely great 1 

This poem may not explain why, in -Young's own words, 'a solid 
mountain block does affect us in some way spiritually', but the poem 
impresses me as being the product of a genuine spiritual experience . 

• 

• 

• 
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No writer has made a greater contribution than Geo:ffrey Young to 
mountain literature. In the difficult art of the word painting of 
mountain scenery he is surpassed only by Leslie Stephen and Martin 
Con way, and in all the literature of mountain adventure there is nothing 
more enthralling than Young's famous story of the Taschhorn climb. 
I am proud of the fact that I am partially responsible for two of Young's 
books. I persuaded a publisher that the Badminton volume of 
mountaineering was out of date. Young's Mountain Craft was the 
result of this suggestion, and Young's Mountains with a Difference of 
an invitation to contribute to The New Alpine Library of '\iVhich I am 
the Editor. 

In many of his essays Young has made an invaluable contribution to 
the history of mountaineering not only in the Alps but also in Great 
Britain. I-Iis Alpine Club paper, 'Mountain Prophets', was invaluable 
to me as a source when I wrote A Century of 1\(/ountaineering. His 
characterisation of many of the great pioneers was superb, incom
parably better than anything else that had been written in this line. 
Again nobody has defended more effectively the sane tradition which 
condemns the acceptance of risks as great as those of war. ' If we 
begin to accept', he writes, 'an interpretation that justifies young men 
in wagering duration of life and the duty owed to it upon a haphazard 
adventure so unchancy that it exacts, sooner or later, the penalty of 
death from a large proportion of the players, we are outside any 
definition that seems applicable to the idea of a game'. 

Finally, though mountain beauty is the theme of many poets, Young 
is the outstanding poet of mountaineering. 

I hope I shall not be accused of being biased by friendship when 
I claim that the range of Young's mountain writings is unique in 
mountain literature. Certainly no other mountaineer has written 
with outstanding distinction of mountain scenery, mountain adventure 
and mountain history and has also been acclaimed for his interpretation 
of mountaineering in poetry. 

His literary ability did not decline with the years. On the contrary, 
much of his best work was written in his eighties, as for instance his 
admirable contribution to The Mountain World, in which he deplored 
the increasing tendency of mountain narratives to be written in the 
style of an engineer's report. And he wrote nothing finer than the 
last paper which he read before the Club. 

I hope to induce a publisher to enrich Alpine literature with a book 
containing not only some admirable work which has not appeared in 
book form but also the originals of much that was rewritten for On 
Hz'gh Hills. Young was always tempted to spoil the simplicity of the 
first version by overwriting. In his story of the north face of the 
Weisshorn, as originally written for The Cornhill Magaz ine (1912). 
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there is a description of a bivouac which illustrates Young's power to 
evoke a mountain scene in a few words. 

'A current of wind blew the clouds round our peak, and I could watch 
it towering, frostily remote and lit by an unseen moon, through a 
window of clouds that ravelled into silver where they framed its 
image.' 

He rewrote but did not improve this delightful word picture for a 
chapter in On High Hills: 

'A ruffie of wind blew a window in the clouds overhead, a lucescent 
oval in darkness, ravelled into smoke-silver round its edges by the 
hidden moon behind. And through the oval I was looking suddenly 
at the dream-white peak of the Weisshorn, impossibly remote, unearthly 
in its concealed illumination, unreal in its frosted loveliness.' 

Again, anybody who compares Young's story of the great Taschhorn 
adventure as first written for the Cornhill with the chapter on the same 
climb in his book will, I am sure, agree that the first version was 
better. 

Young was disappointed by the fact that his poetry made little stir 
outside mountaineering circles. I cannot remember a single reference 
to his work in any critical essays on modern poetry. This does not 
surprise me, for critics who are not themselves mountaineers could 
hardly be expected to appreciate the mountaineering poems which 
are incomparably superior to the rest of his poetry. Even so I do not 
believe that the best of his poetry attains the same high level as the 
best of his prose. On his return to the Alps after l<;>sing his leg he 
wrote a poem of great beauty which opens: 

I have not lost the magic of long days: 
I live them, dream them still. 
Still am I master of the starry ways, 
and freeman of the hill. 
Shattered my glass, ere half the sands had run,
I hold the heights, I hold the heights I won. 

But I was less moved by these noble lines than by the more direct 
and simpler appeal of a passage in which he writes of his return to 
Belalp after the war as a cripple: 

'As ~ tramped up to Belalp, the region of happiest early memories, 
summit after summit, familiar and beautiful, appeared just where it 
should, in composure, in friendly sameness, refreshing its image upon 
memory with considerate reserve. A chalet had been built here, a 
path bettered there, there was less snow above the glacier than the 
season warranted. But regretful? or painful? surrounded by the 
tranquillity of these old friends, still unalterably young, I had only to 
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light a pipe, put my feet up, metaphorically, against the mantelpiece, 
and speed fancy confidently adrift for the first time since I had seen 
them last.' 

Few men exercised greater influence on mountaineering through the 
medium of the written word, an influence which in Young's case was 
reinforced by his constant contact with the young. He was the first of 
his generation to take an interest in the Oxford Mountaineering Club 
which I founded and it was he who encouraged me to edit and produce 
Oxford Mountaineering Essays, which is still being read. l-Ie lived 
for many years at Cambridge, where he was accepted as a discerning 
mountain prophet by the changing membership of the Cambridge 
Mountaineering Club. He was the only President of the Alpine Club 
whose term of office began and ended during a world war, and his 
great services to the Club during that period are recorded in A Century 
of ft!J ountaineering. 

VI 

The centenary celebration of the Alpine Club in 1957 officially con
cluded with the paper which Geoffrey Young read to the Club in 
December. Some of us knew that Mrs. Young had just been informed 
by the doctors that the results of the last examination proved that 
cancer had returned in a virulent form and that Young had only a few 
weeks to live. Mrs. Young had kept this news from her husband so 
that his last evening in the Club should be as happy as possible. Young 
must have guessed that he was doomed and he had to mobilise the last 
resources of his stubborn courage for his final appearance at the Club. 
His voice never flagged. The manner in which he read the paper was 
as admirable as the paper itself. Nobody in that audience who did 
not know that his doctors had abandoned hope would have guessed that 
he would take to his bed next day and remain there till he died. 

Part of the paper consisted of an attack on the tendencies of a 
technological age which Young, who was nothing if not a humanist, 
deplored: 

'But our own young men also were dreaming dreams. One, 
introduced as having been of the Everest party and therefore an 
authority on adventure, assured many millions of us that he would 
prefer to take some part in launching a sputnik into space, because that 
heralded a new era, to sharing in an Everest campaign, which was but 
the expiring flicker of an age outworn. Such a mind, having mis
conceived the so-called" conquest" of a summit as the be-all and end
all of mountaineering, found it no more perverse to say, that, rather 
than share in one heroic episode in the hardest and most enduring 
training ever contrived to reinforce the spirit of young manhood 
through many ages to come, he preferred to assist in dispatching a 
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rocketing dog some atmospheres higher than his contemporaries could 
shoot a rocketing pheasant.' 

Young was unmeasured in his dislike of artificial climbing, and he 
was particularly affronted by what he considered to be the desecration 
of our British cliffs by pitons, for his thesis was that artificial clirn bing 
was organically related to Nazism and Fascism. This was rendered 
untenable when many of our own climbers began to master these new 
techniques: 

'These armies of boys and girls, practising their wholesome, open
air week -end callisthenics, flooding up the valleys in hale and hearty 
chase of pins and needles, upon which to thread their ropes and clamp 
and cushion their athletic limbs upside-down. Was theirs the same 
relationship as ours, with the harsh and wind-swept summits and the 
more distant white domes? Was theirs perhaps only a nodding 
acquaintance ? or some platonic crossing of a high pass in order to be 
able warmly to embrace a new rock buttress ? I wondered. And I 
wondered again, most futilely, this last Easter, as I looked up at the 
head of an old hill friend, abandoned once again to solitude through the 
years, and somnolent above the clanking of the slab-queues far below 
- supposing I were to shout from the road the Old Testament alarm 
cry, "The Philistines be upon thee, Samson!" would he rouse up, and 
shake his vasty shoulders, and the fetters and the rings fall about his 
rocky knees like wintry-sounding scree ? ' . 

Towards the end of this passage the gallant survivor from what 
Spengler would have described as the spring-time of our mountain 
culture cycle raised his voice, looked up from his paper and glared 
friendly defiance at any pitons heretics in his audience. I can still 
hear the snort with which he exclaimed: 'The Philistines are upon 
thee.' 

But the paper ended on a nobler note than that of controversy. 
Young never wrote anything to match the beauty and the sorrow and 
the sincerity of the peroration: 

'What held us together for a century may, then, well guide, or 
condition, our future as a Club. Not personal prowess, or competitive 
achievement. But the understanding of that which mountains and 
mountains only mean to us: the long harsh days of endurance and 
discipline, on deep snow; the hours of splendid sunshine, of glorious 
self-forgetfulness, and of movement as upon wings, into adventure, 
into beauty, and, best of all, into the unknown; the hours of blizzard, 
and of iced rocks, and of the little cat's-paws of fear, that die away 
again as fate is pushed back step by step and grip by grip. Most 
memorable that hour before dawn, upon cold high glaciers, with 
darkness shifting frostily upon formless shadows, and the long sighs 
out of unseen space quivering through the suspense, that suspense we 
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all have known among mountains at this hour, the cold craving for life 
which filled chaos before earth took form. 

'And then the miracle of the coming of light, as it breaks only over 
great mountains. Light alive with a purpose, the asseFtion of nevv 
being; not merely the ending of darkness, but a light which creates 
everything anew at each dawn, calling all the peaks and glaciers about 
us into a new declaration of lovely forms and colours, and bringing out 
of dead matter and darkness a fresh resurgence of cleansing spirit, 
into which we ourselves are absorbed as we begin to climb, and in which 
we feel ourselves to have been newly refashioned.' 

As his musical voice lingered on the phrases which evoked the remem
bered loveliness of the hills we knew that from the valley of death he 
was lifting up his eyes to the hills of memory and that from those 
hills help would come in his struggle against the last assaults of pain 
and weariness. · Gratitude rather than regret was the note struck in 
this noble farewell to the Club, a mood very different from the pagan 
sadness of Homer's saddest line: 
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' we hear that even you old man were once happy'. Both the manner 
and the matter of his peroration seemed to hint that there was an 
enduring element in the happiness of the hills, untouched by the 
dominion of Death. 

As I reached the hall of 74 South Audley Street I looked back through 
the half-open door of the Alpine Club, and saw Geoffrey resting in a 
chair, but talking with something of his old animation. I knew that 
never again would I see Geoffrey in his own authentic environment, 
in the historic Club to which he had rendered such unique service. 
I looked intently to imprint this momentary impression on my mind, 
and to protect it from the rust of time. And when the door closed 
I knew that the curtain had fallen on one of the greatest acts in the 
drama of man's relations to the mountains. 

Next day I wrote to Geoffrey to tell him not only how moved we had 
all been by his paper, but also to find words to express, however 
inadequately, what his friendship had meant to me. 'Your letter 
reached me in hospital', he replied. 'Most moving. It has indeed 
been a long friendship, lightened upon tireless wings of diverting talk. 
I keep your letter and have re-read it happily.' 

When I returned some months later from the Alps I saw him for the 
last time, a few days before he died. He had borne, so his wife told 
me, his sufferings with uncomplaining fortitude. He could hardly 
talk, but just before I left he squeezed my hand, and found the words 
which he would, know would go straight to ~y heart, memorable 
words which it would be as impossible for me to quote as to forget. 

• 
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VII 

I remember finding in one of Young's old photograph albums the 
photo of a house group at Marlborough. Everybody with one excep
tion was staring woodenly at the camera. The exception was Young, 
vvho was sitting in the front row with his face turned to the right. 
'You see', he said to me, 'even at that age I was self-conscious'. 

To the artist life is a drama with himself in a romantic role, and this 
sometimes creates a suspicion of affection. When I first met Geoffrey 
he was a young man in the early thirties, and he had not yet abandoned 
experiments in dress in which to express his poetic temperament. It 
is, incidentally, odd that if a poet dresses to please himself he is often 
accused of being affected, whereas if he conforms to sartorial standards 
imposed on him by fashion he is assumed to be natural. 

In most cases prejudices provoked by Young's mannerism were 
short-lived. Sir Claude Elliott, the Provost of Eton, described in his 
charming Alpine Journal obituary his first meeting with Young in 
North Wales. Elliott had just left Eton and his three Etonian friends 
were faintly disconcerted by Young's deviations from the Eton norm. 
'It took us some little time', he writes, 'to decide whether here was a 
man whom we disliked, or towards whom we could ever feel real 
friendship, but once we had made up our minds there was no looking 
back. There can indeed have been few who have had so many friends.' 

Elliott's experience was characteristic. Most of Young's friends had 
passed through the phases described in Seneca's apothegm: Post 
amicitianz credendum est, ante amicitiam judicandum, which might be 
loosely rendered: Don't rush into friendship, but trust the friends you 
make. Young was disarming. Few people can resist for long a man 
whose conversation was always entertaining and often brilliant, flavoured 
not only by wit but also by an individual genre of humour. He 
inspired affection by his intuitive sympathy. I climbed with him 
after a crippling smash in the mountains. I was under the illusion 
that he was unaware ho'v much my leg was hurting until I read a 
reference to our climb of the Monch in his book On High Hills, but I 
was conscious of and helped by his unspoken sympathy. 

Like good wine he improved with age. His range of sympathies 
extended and his humour was enriched. His affections, endearing to 
some, infuriating to others, tended to disappear. My brother, who 
wrote under the name of Hugh Kingsmill and who was rather ribald 
about Young when they first met before the First World War, spent 
an evening with him in 1944. Hugh was not only a brilliant con
versationalist but had the gift of evoking the best from his company. 
They had a wonderful evening together. ' Geoffrey ', said H ugh to me, 
'is so much mellow er. He really is a lovable old boy.' 

• 
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'No flowers by request' was the motto which Leslie Stephen imposed 
on all those who contributed to the Dictionary of National Biography 
of which he was the Editor. I have tried to eliminate from this tribute 
the flowers of uncritical panegyric, and have been explicit on what 
seem to me to have been Geoffrey's human failings and on the occasional 
defects in his writings, and I do not feel that the bias of friendship has 
influenced .my high regard for his outstanding contribution both to 
Alpine history and Alpine literature. 

It would not be easy to suggest all that Geoffrey's friendship has meant 
in my life. 

I wept when I remembered how often you and I 
Had tired the sun with talking and sen~ him down the sky. 

Young was not only an exceptionally brilliant tnountaineer but a man 
of great culture. Let us hope that mountaineering will continue to 
produce men ,;vho, like Geoffrey Winthrop Young, can interpret in 
prose and poetry, worthy of our noble sport, their physical and spiritual 
adventures among the snows. 

• 
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