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justify himself, his version of events became more contradictory and exac-
erbated matters. But over the years, Smythe made numerous apologies for 
his part in their feud and repeatedly asked to restore friendly relations. 
Graham Brown was unwavering. What was at the root of his implaca-
bility? He was naturally combative; his obituarist, Lord Adrian, described 
him as ‘a formidable opponent’ who ‘did not always conceal his pleasure 
in the fight and the victory’20. Graham Brown had a highly developed sense 
of self-esteem. He caused difficulties for Bill Tilman and James Waller over 
their respective accounts of the expeditions to Nanda Devi and Masher-
brum because he felt his contribution had not received sufficient recogni-
tion. Although capable of friendship he did not hesitate to sever relations if 
he considered himself wronged and forgiveness did not come easily to him 
but eventually he relented, except in the case of Smythe, who, in his view, 
had feet of clay. As he observed Smythe’s ascent to celebrity, he could 
not forget that Smythe had wanted to retreat from high up on the Route 
Major and that their success on the climb, which was the spring-board for 
Smythe’s later achievements and fame, was due to him.

Acknowledgements: The authors would like to thank the Alpine Club and 
National Library of Scotland for permission to reproduce quotations from 
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References
1. TGB to Gask; 4/9/27; Alpine Club (A.C.) archives: Tracts T442
2. Thompson, S. Unjustifiable Risk; Cicerone 2010 page 161
3. TGB to Gask; 4/9/27; A.C. archives: Tracts T442
4. Smythe F.S. The Red Sentinel of Mont Blanc; Blackwood’s Magazine 1928 224: 1-23
5. FSS to TGB 13/2/28; National Library of Scotland (N.L.S) Acc 4338/164
6. TGB to G. Gask 9/8/28; A.C. archives: Tracts T442
7. Smythe F, Climbs & Ski Runs; 1930 Blackwood p 297
8. FSS to TGB 12/9/28; N.L.S. Acc 4338/164
9. Smythe F, Climbs & Ski Runs; 1930 Blackwood p 285
10. T.S. Blakeney to A. Lunn 11/8/49; Arnold Lunn papers, Georgetown University, 
Washington Box1/folder57
11. T.S. Blakeney to Nona Smythe 24/10/50; A.C. archives 1922/B63
12. Smythe F, A New route up Mont Blanc without guides; Blackwood’s Magazine 1928 
224: 719-742
13. Strutt to TGB 25/9/32; N.L.S. Acc 4338/164
14. FSS to Geoffrey Winthrop Young (undated) A.C Archives 1922/B46
15. TGB to FSS 24/12/32; N.L.S. Acc 4338/164
16. FSS to TGB 28/12/32; N.L.S. Acc 4338/164
17. Graham Brown, T. The Alpine Club: 1920-32; AJ 45: 120-32
18. Graham Brown T, Notes of Conversations at the Athenaeum and Alpine Club; N.L.S 
Acc 4338/191 (7)
19. Ibid
20. Adrian ED, Thomas Graham Brown 1882 – 1965; Biogr. Mem. Fellows R. Soc  1966 
12: 22-33

DENNIS GRAY

The Pocket Hercules
A Portrait of Leo Amery

231

‘Swift as the wind my pursuer overtook me, seized me in a ferocious grip 
and hurled me into the deepest part of the pool. My fellow form members then 
advised me, ‘It’s Amery. He is head of his house; he is champion at gym, he has 
got his football colours’. ‘A being of enormous strength.’ 

Winston Churchill. My Early Life (p 18).

This incident occurred at Harrow School where Churchill and Leo 
Amery were contemporaries in the 1890s. Winston had had the 

temerity to push the unsuspecting Leo into the swimming pool and Amery 

Leo Amery. (Alpine Club Photo Library)
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delivered swift retribution. 
There was a keen interest in mountaineering at Harrow in the late 19th 

Century, and Edward Whymper had given a lantern slide lecture at the 
school which inspired both Amery and Churchill. In 1894, during his time 
at Sandhurst, Churchill visited Switzerland and with Christian Kauffman 
as guide climbed the Wetterhorn and Monte Rosa. He wrote about his 
experiences to his former headmaster at Harrow, J E C Welldon, in enthu-
siastic terms. Welldon duly responded: ‘You have got the figure of a moun-
taineer, and you ought to make yourself a name.’ Although Churchill 
did that in many other fields, he never returned to the sport – though he 
remained fascinated by mountain scenery all his life. 

Leo Amery’s introduction was to be on an entirely different plane. 
Besides being the outstanding scholar in the school, Amery was keen on 
boxing and cross-country running and was the top gymnast. His nickname 
was ‘The Pocket Hercules’ – short in stature but renowned for his strength. 
At Christmas/New Year 1891/92 R C Gilson, a teacher at the school, 
took Amery to Wasdale Head and introduced him to rock climbing. His 
first route was Deep Ghyll, followed by some easier routes on Pillar Rock. 
At Wasdale O G Jones invited Amery to accompany him in an attempt 
on Oblique Chimney on the Ennerdale face of Great Gable. It turned out 
to be a baptism of fire – they started late, the crag was plastered with ice 
and coated with fresh snow. Traversing the slopes at the foot of the face 
to reach the chimney, Amery slipped and fell, cutting his hand badly. It 
was bitterly cold and already growing dark when they began to climb. As 
Amery recalls in the first volume of his autobiography, Days of Fresh Air : 

‘At last we found our gully, a slanting cleft, 20 feet deep perhaps, in a 
great bulging overhang of the cliff. We clambered up into the heart of this 
and then Glynne Jones, placing his feet on one side and back on the other, 
began with amazing skill to wriggle himself ever upwards and outwards for 
the best part of, I suppose 100 feet. At the end of which a powerful kick and 
straddle enabled him to transfer himself to face the rock on one side of the 
chimney and climb out of it’.

They finally reached the summit in darkness and a blizzard and, 
misreading the compass, came down via Windy Gap and Sty Head with 
an icy descent.

‘How we managed to avoid broken limbs has ever been a mystery.’
Such an outing would have put most off a climbing career, but not 

Amery. 
Leo Amery was born in Gorakhpur, British India, where his father 

worked for the Indian Forest Department. His mother was Hungarian and 
he was bilingual in English and Hindi by the age of three – perhaps this 
explains his amazing facility at languages in later life, speaking French, 
German, Italian, Bulgarian, Turkish, Serbian, Hungarian, and Arabic 
whilst still at Oxford. He left Harrow in 1892, loaded with prizes and three 
scholarships. He needed the latter, his father having abandoned his family, 
leaving for America with a mistress, never to be heard from again. From then 

on money was a serious 
problem. 

He entered Balliol 
College, Oxford in the 
autumn of 1892 to read 
Classics and finished 
with a first in ‘Mods’ and 
‘Greats’. He continued 
cross-country running, 
rock climbing and boxing, 
on the latter commenting: 
‘My chief merit being 
unlimited wind, indiffer-
ence to blows, and a very 
strong punch when my 
short arms did eventu-
ally reach.’ He certainly 
lived up to his ‘Pocket 
Hercules’ sobriquet: with 
several pugilistic high-
lights in his life he remains 
the only member of the 
Privy Council to floor a 
fellow MP in the House of 
Commons over a point of 
honour. 

Amery’s first alpine 
season was in 1894, 
climbing the Rothorn, Weisshorn, Dent Blanche and Matterhorn. The 
following season found him in the Göschener Alpen, ascending several 
summits and making a high level traverse of a part of the range. There-
after he climbed at nearly every possible opportunity up to the Great War, 
visiting Zermatt, Arolla, the Dolomites, the Drakensberg, Canada, New 
Zealand and the North Albanian Alps, climbing such classics as the Zmutt 
Ridge on the Matterhorn, the Cima Grande, the Gletschorn, Aiguille de la 
Za, the Vajolet Towers and others too numerous to mention. He took up 
skiing in 1904 at Montana and eventually became President of the Ski Club 
of Great Britain. 

In Albania he caused a minor ‘international’ incident when an offi-
cial sent by the King to where he was staying took a dislike to Amery 
for some reason and started physically pushing him about. Inevitably Leo 
responded, sending the guy on his way with a large lump on his head, the 
result of a blow via an umbrella. 

Such were Amery’s diplomatic, political and linguistic skills that he 
managed to extract an official apology for the bad behaviour of the bureau-
crat! 

Amery, right, with David Lloyd George at Criccieth 
during WW1. (From In The Rain and The Sun)
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In 1907 Amery was invited by Tom Longstaff to join the first planned 
expedition to Everest. The India Office opposed the expedition and 
although the party eventually climbed Trisul, by then Amery was unable 
to take part. 

After Balliol, Amery became a Fellow of Old Souls, but moved on 
to journalism, first with the 
Manchester Guardian, and then 
the Times, making his name (like 
Churchill) in the second Boer 
War (1899 – 1902). He made 
such a good impression that he 
was offered the editorship of the 
Observer in 1908, and the Times 
in 1912, though he refused them 
both, having decided that his 
future lay in politics. 

Amery still found time for 
some climbing, and in 1909 
he was back in Canada for an 
attempt on Mount Robson. 
Whilst there he made friends 
with A O Wheeler, the 1906 
founder of the Alpine Club of 
Canada and one of the leading 
authorities on the mountains 
of that country. Amery’s future 

wife Bryddie was a Canadian, daughter of an eminent lawyer.
Back home it took Amery some time to break into the political hier-

archy. He joined the Conservative Party and stood as candidate for a 
Wolverhampton constituency at the General Election of 1906. Here 
again Amery’s robust character came to the fore. At election meetings a 
local councillor and businessman would regularly heckle him, eventually 
calling out for all to hear that Amery was a liar. This was too much for 
Leo – instead of resorting to legal action he visited the man’s office next 
morning. Bursting in, to the amazement of the businessman’s secretary, 
he demanded an apology and, when the man refused Amery, in his own 
words, ‘boxed his ears soundly’. This led to a summons for assault and he 
was fined two Guineas and costs in the Magistrate’s Court. When this was 
reported in the local paper, a collection was raised which not only covered 
the fines, but also paid for a gold watch and chain for Amery to remember 
the event by. I guess the councillor must have been unpopular! 

In May 1911 he finally managed to get elected as MP for Birmingham 
South, which later became the Sparkbrook constituency, a seat he would 
hold until 1945. 

Leo took off for the Dolomites again in 1912, climbing on the Punta 
Fiammes, the Cinque Torre, Croda da Lago, Tofana and Vajolet Towers, 

Leo Amery in the Dachstein in 1937. (From Days 
of Fresh Air)

ascending the Winkler, Stabeler and Delago in turn. 
During the Great War Amery served as an intelligence officer, returning 

in 1917 to become a political secretary to the War Cabinet. He was author 
of the final draft of the Balfour Declaration, which committed Britain to 
establishing a ‘Jewish National Home’ in Palestine. He became First Lord 
of The Admiralty in 1922 and Secretary of State for The Colonies and 
Dominions in 1924, which included the Palestine mandate. Amery was 
immensely significant in bringing about the Zionist enterprise which even-
tually led to the setting up of the State of Israel. 

Amery lost his Cabinet seat when the Conservatives were defeated at the 
1929 General Election, but found some solace in another trip to Canada 
where, with the Swiss guide Ed Feuz and Brian Meridith, he made the first 
ascent of what was to become Mount Amery (3329m) on 20 August. 

Out of government during the 1930s Amery held many directorships, a 
necessity as he had no independent means. Several of these directorships 
were on the boards of German metal fabrication companies. During his 
time in Germany he had a lengthy meeting with Hitler, and gained a good 
understanding of German military potential. Along with Churchill and a 
few others he began to warn about the danger this might present in the 
future to Britain and her allies. Amery also met Mussolini, believed that 
Italy could be prised away from the German axis, but became convinced 
that confrontation with these fascist dictators was inevitable. 

Amery was in Germany on business in 1938 and, despite the gathering 
war clouds, included a visit to the Julian Alps where, at the age of 64, he 
managed climbs such as the Slovene Route on the North Face of Triglav, 
and Kugy’s Route on the North Face of Skrlatica. 

Amery was a prominent backbencher at this time but as the conflict situ-
ation developed he came more and more to the fore. He is most famous 
as a Parliamentarian for two moments of high drama in the House of 
Commons. At the fall of Poland in 1939 when Chamberlain reported that 
he was not declaring war on Germany immediately, Amery called on 
Arthur Greenwood, who had stood to speak for the Labour opposition, 
to ‘Speak for England’. This was to be the title of a biography of Amery 
and his two sons, John and Julian, by David Faber in 2005. The second 
occurred during the notorious Norway debate in 1940. After a string of 
military and naval disasters were announced, Amery attacked Chamber-
lain’s government, quoting Oliver Cromwell:

‘You have sat too long here for any good you have been doing. Depart, I 
say, and let us have done with you. In the name of God, go!’

This debate led to the downfall of the Conservative administration and 
the formation of a National Government under Churchill. 

During the war Amery was Secretary of State for India. In some ways 
this was a surprise appointment for, although he spoke Hindi fluently, he 
had been in keen dispute with Churchill for years about Indian Independ-
ence, which the latter opposed. Amery declared that Churchill knew as 
much about the Indian problem as George III did of the American colo-
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nies! When Churchill was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1926, 
Amery publicly declared ‘he would be a disaster’, and history shows this 
may have been the case! Given these observations his long-term relation-
ship with Churchill was remarkable. Somehow they stayed friends and 
even as late as 1945 the latter wrote to Amery in very warm terms whilst he 
was President of the Alpine Club. 

Amery became Alpine Club President in 1944, following Geoffrey 
Winthrop Young. He wrote to Tom Longstaff on 15 November 1943 at 
his nomination: ‘I have always thought the Prime Minister-ship and the 
Presidency of the AC as the two highest honours attainable.’

Leo Amery’s private papers are held in the archives at Churchill College 
Cambridge, and amongst them are bulky files of personal letters, which 
are in some cases amusing and others shocking to read. Before Leo had 
even been elected AC President, the indomitable Colonel Edward Strutt 
had written to warn him that the Committee was made up of both sound 
and dangerous members! Amongst the latter were the Secretary, Donkin, a 
Vice President, Bartrum, along with Warren and MacPhee. 

Amery was prominent in the machinations to form the BMC in 1944, 
which was very much an Alpine Club initiative. Although Geoffrey 
Winthrop Young is now credited with being the Council’s main originator, 
the papers at Cambridge show that it was also the work of several other 
AC figures, including Barford, Donkin and Amery. It seems in mountain-
eering politics that nothing ever runs smoothly, and some prominent AC 
members were unhappy about the way the BMC had been formed and its 
objectives and felt that the Alpine Club should have taken on the role of 
the national voice for British climbing. Eleven members supported this in 
a letter to Amery, and inevitably Colonel Strutt was involved. Eaton and 
Unna put a motion of censure to an AC Meeting on 10 April 1945 to that 
effect, but were roundly defeated as the meeting overwhelmingly supported 
Amery and the Committee in its actions.

With the war coming to an end and a successful conclusion in sight, the 
Alpine Club started planning for a further attempt on Mount Everest in 
1947. Of course Amery was in a special position to try to obtain permis-
sion for this and in 1945 he started writing to Wavell, Viceroy of India, 
outlining the Club’s plans for a small, lightweight expedition to be led by 
Eric Shipton. Unfortunately the plans were stymied when, after making 
discreet enquiries, Wavell advised,

‘The idea of making an attempt on Everest through Tibet in 1947 will 
have to be abandoned. The Religious authorities there are busy working 
out the young Dalai Lama’s horoscope, and they are not willing for the 
spirits to be disturbed on any of their mountains at that time.’

It is interesting to note that for Amery and his colleagues, Shipton was 
the mountaineer that they identified so keenly with Mount Everest. After 
the mountain was climbed in 1953 they felt that despite the fact he was 
not on the successful expedition, he should be knighted for the part he had 
played in exploring the way to the summit. Overtures were made behind 

the scenes as to the possibility of such an award, but to no avail.
Two letters to Amery from R W Lloyd (a former AC Vice President) 

indicate how class-ridden the Club was at that time. The first reads: 
‘It was a great mistake to elect that shopkeeper G D Abraham as an Hon 

Member, after always refusing 
to admit him to the Club as an 
ordinary member.’ 

The second letter, regarding 
the proposed membership 
of Richard Cook, a Turf 
Accountant, reads as follows:

‘I think it would be a great 
pity to have people like that 
going about as Alpine Club 
members. Remember we are 
a social club, not a climbing 
club.’

Amery disagreed in both 
cases and wrote back diplomat-
ically, but firmly supporting the 
decision of the Committee for 
taking such action. Amongst 
the more amusing letters in 
Amery’s files is the idea for a 
pressurized suit to be devel-
oped, rather like a deep-sea 
diver, to avoid the need to carry 
oxygen up the slopes of Mount 
Everest. And a wonderful 
letter from Frank Smythe 
in December 1947, advising 
Amery about how to keep fit, ‘. . . apart from climbing and walking the 
only exercise I’ve ever regularly practised is deep breathing and you ought 
to practise that’.

In retrospect it is surprising that Amery could be so focussed as the AC 
President, as in his personal life a major tragedy had developed due to the 
activities of his eldest son John. Their relationship is now the subject of a 
fine play by the Oscar winning playwright, Ronald Harwood, An English 
Tragedy (2008). John Amery had a troubled early life both at school and 
then trying to pursue a career as a film producer in Paris. At the Fall of 
France he became an open Nazi sympathiser, and subsequently made 
propaganda broadcasts to Britain from Germany. He also toured POW 
camps trying to induce British prisoners to join a German-controlled, anti-
communist ‘Legion of St George’, who would fight with Nazi Germany 
against the Soviet Union. He was captured in April 1945 by Italian parti-
sans and handed over to British intelligence. John Amery was put on trial 

Leo Amery in the New Zealand Alps, 1927.  
(From Days of Fresh Air)
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for treason at the Old Bailey in late November 1945, pleading guilty to 
eight counts of high treason and sentenced to death by hanging. He did 
this in order to spare his family any more embarrassment, but the papers 
at Cambridge show how Amery and his younger son Julian tried every 
way they could to save his life. Despite a psychiatric report by an eminent 
practitioner, Dr Edward Glover, that he was definitely abnormal with a 
psychopathic disorder and schizoid tendencies, and the intervention of 
the South African Field Marshall General Jan Smuts, an AC member, 
who pleaded directly for clemency with the UK Prime Minister Clement 
Atlee, it was to no avail. Albert Pierrepoint, the public hangman, described 
John Amery in his autobiography as the bravest man he had to execute. 
However, germane to this tragedy, considered by Ronald Harwood as 
significant to John Amery’s story, is that his father had concealed his part-
Jewish ancestry. His mother, Elizabeth Leitner, was actually from a family 
of well-known Jewish scholars. 

Leo Amery lost his seat in Parliament in the Labour landslide victory in 
the General Election of 1945, and refused the offer of a peerage. He was 
however made a Companion of Honour.

Leo kept active in climbing circles almost to the end of his life, ignoring 
the advice of his old Canadian friend, Wheeler, who, quoting Whymper, 
advised him in a letter that, ‘a man does not climb mountains after his 
60th year’. He continued to visit Switzerland, particularly the Valais, 
climbing lower peaks and finally just walking in the mountains. He died in 
September 1955. I believe that we were lucky that such a man, burdened 
with all the problems posed by the war, austerity and family tragedy, and 
hard decision making in smoke-filled rooms at Westminster and Downing 
Street, gave up so much of his valuable time to support the sport he loved. 
Like all politicians he had his critics. Stanley Baldwin observed, ‘if he had 
been two inches taller, and his speeches half as long he might have been 
PM,’ and Field Marshall Alexander, who became Governor General of 
Canada, stated that ‘Amery always got hold of the right stick on an issue, 
but usually by the wrong end’. However, the huge number of letters from 
when he was Alpine Club President reveal a very kind, considerate and 
humane person, who managed to keep friends with everyone from Colonel 
Strutt, to Arnold Lunn, Graham Brown and Winston Churchill, no mean 
feat of diplomacy for any AC President.

Concluding his valedictory address to the Club in 1947, Leo reflected:
‘Farewell, yet still remain those shining ranges. Above the vale on high, 

where we’re still free, despite all other changes, to climb the golden peaks 
of memory.’

TED NORRISH

Mount Robson – 1961
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The hardest successful climb of my life was without doubt an ascent 
of Mount Robson (3954m) in the Canadian Rockies in July 1961. It 

was my Oxford University climbing friend and companion on Saraghrar in 
1958, Bill Roberts, who suggested this trip to me and I did not need much 
persuasion. A small but diverse team was gathered: Mike Keen, a geologist 
from University College, and two fine mountaineers from the American 
Alpine Club – Olaf Soot, a Latvian American from New York, and Cleve 
McCartney, a dentist from Denver. 

Robson is certainly one of the great mountains of the world, perhaps not 
in height, but certainly in steepness, difficulty and unique character. The 
first known attempt on the peak was in 1907 by Arthur Wheeler, founding 
president of the Alpine Club of Canada, with Arthur Coleman, his brother 
Quincy and Alpine Club founder member George Kinney. Kinney devel-
oped something of an obsession with Mount Robson and came, at least, 

The team at Jasper after the Robson climb: l-r Olaf Soot, Ted Norrish, Willie 
Pfisterer, Bill Roberts and Michael Keen. (Chris McCartney)


