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The race to conquer Everest

Chasing Mallory’s Dream
Edward Morgan
(Bodleian, £25)

D LL the world knows
W the names of Mallory
o) and Irvine, but Earth’s

highest mountains have drawn
many others to their impassive, frozen majesty.
Frank Smythe, Paul Bauer and the pioneer-
ing female climber Hettie Dyhrenfurth are
only a few whose lives are brought to the
fore in Edward Morgan’s detailed account
of the mountain race in the 1920s and 1930s.
His research is extensive; he has pored over
diaries, newspapers and official accounts to
produce a substantial tome that is authorita-
tive and balanced, albeit occasionally abrupt.
He sometimes falls foul of the difficulty of
telling stories both thematically and chron-
ologically, but any confusion is mitigated
by the excellent appendices, with glossary,
dramatis personae and list of expeditions.
The author is a climber himself and his own
adventures give a glimpse into a climber’s
mind: ‘So, having reached a couple of hun-
dred metres higher than Shipton’s team, we
had to turn back for the same reason. I felt
the emotional numbness of altitude—neither
satisfaction at having got so high, nor great
disappointment...” He is insightful when it
comes to different nations’ psychological
attitudes to climbing in the aftermath of the
First World War. (A moving incident is when
Maj Kenneth Mason and Bauer discover they
had faced each other across no man’s land

German climber Uli Wieland forges ahead
up the East Ridge of Nanga Parbat in 1934
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and a wartime joke is finally understood.)
For the British, climbing was still a sporting
pursuit, for denizens of the Alpine Club, with
all the usual connotations (thankfully not
laboured overmuch). It was considered
almost ungentlemanly for a climber to puzzle
out a route, leaving it to the native porters,
whereas German climbers planned every
step themselves. Both countries carried the
scars of war, but the Germans had to deal
with defeat, too, returning from the bloody
trenches to a battered, demoralised country.
Climbing took on an almost mystical quality
for them, a way to restore national pride—
Nanga Parbat, scene of a terrible tragedy in
1934, became their ‘Mountain of Destiny’—
yet then became mired in the rise of Nazism.

Mr Morgan brings the practicalities alive,
of communicating by lying sleeping bags on
the snow and thawing cans of meat essence,
and, now that Everest is a cesspit of litter,
it is breathtaking to see photographs of pure
white with tiny black figures battling deep
snow and ice pinnacles. Thrilling passages
concern the life-and-death decisions over
which couloir to cross, the dramatic discovery
of Mallory’s ice axe and horrific encounters
with dead bodies. In particular, Mr Morgan
gives full credit to the porters who lugged
equipment up precipitous slopes, men for whom
the summits were sacred and who were res-
pected and cared for to varying degrees. This
is a gripping book, full of flawed characters
and philosophical questions, of nationalistic
pride and humble heroism. Octavia Pollock

The Countess
Jehanne and Katie Wake
(Ithaka, £25)

HAT Emily Lamb’s contem-

poraries recognised her
" remarkable qualities appears
misi=== to be proven by the offer Lord
John Russell made her in 1866 of a peerage.
He believed that Emily, the widow of Lord
Palmerston and sister of Lord Melbourne,
both among Russell’s predecessors as Prime
Minister, had rendered valuable public ser-
vice in her behind-the-scenes championing
of husband and brother and the guidance
she gave the former. In an unattributed quote,
Emily’s salon, in which she gathered, she
claimed, ‘all political factions’, was more
than once considered ‘of the utmost assistance
to the... Government’. However, Emily declined
Russell’s gift and her story—not unusually
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—slipped from view, her life reduced to
a footnote in the careers of eminent men.

The Countess, then, is a corrective to this
oversight, a reminder of the eventful life of
awoman born in 1787 into ‘a dissolute world
of secrets and improprieties’, the daughter
of a mostly unremarkable MP and his far
more formidable wife, political hostess and
serial mistress, Elizabeth, Viscountess Mel-
bourne. Politics and politicking were meat
and drink to Lady Melbourne: her daughter
grew up to share her ambitions and interests.
The family were Whigs: Whig (later Liberal)
politics shaped the course of Emily’s life
until her death in 1869.

In 1805, aged 18, she married the 5th Earl
Cowper, a wealthy Whig aristocrat of gentle-
manly manners and political promise. He
failed to fulfil that promise, but remained
well mannered, even in the face of his wife’s

infidelities. These included an affair with
Harry Palmerston that—despite his nick-
name of ‘Lord Cupid'—lasted three decades
and culminated, after Cowper’s death, in
Emily’s second marriage. As for other women
of her time, marriage was Emily’s only serious
‘career’ prospect. Although a great-grand-
daughter would claim she ‘was never more
discreet than in her indiscretions’, her atti-
tude to marriage reflected the raffish late-
Georgian world of her childhood more than
the firmly pursed lips and public piety of the
Victorian age. She played a key part in Regency
society as one of the patronesses of the
exclusive Almack’s Assembly Rooms and her
winning manner and sound instincts later
enabled her to win the good opinion of Queen
Victoria. Her story is told with gusto in this
accessible account by a mother and daughter.
Matthew Dennison
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Free Rein: How horses
can help save your life
Jock Hutchison (Bloomsbury, £22)
OCKHUTCHISON, a former marine
and helicopter pilot, was driving
to work in the snow in Aberdeenshire
when another motorist honking his
horn pushed him over the top, propelling an existing
state of anxiety into catatonic mental paralysis.
During his months of recovery, Mr Hutchison found
solace, as he always had done, on the back of a horse,
riding Western style in the way he had learnt as
a teenager in the US. He bought a cowboy hat and
a small American quarter horse stallion called
Nimits and began to roam the nearby Dee valley
as the idea of a stud took hold.

It was then suggested that some Afghanistan vete-
rans from 45 Commando, suffering with brutal
injuries both physical and mental, might visit. When
Mr Hutchison spots a big man with his arms around
Nimits’s neck, sobbing, he realises he might be onto
something, that these horrifically damaged men are
finding catharsis in the horses and the camaraderie.
The Hutchisons then set up Horseback UK, a charity
that caters for adults with PTSD and teenagers with
ADHD, helping them to build resilience through
contact with horses and, as the author describes
in this honest, humorous autobiography, himself
to rediscover confidence in life. KG

. ke 5 w:":,‘—" N
Healing hands and hooves: Scottish ‘cowboy’
Jock Hutchison with his quarter horse Nimits

Riding Through
War and Peace
Michael Pugh (Quiller,
£22.99)

ICHAEL PUGH was

working as alawyer
in Moscow when, in 2014,
Vladimir Putin invaded Crimea and
a nervy atmosphere developed: there
were red roses piled up outside the
Ukrainian embassy and the ‘drum
of patriotism’ beating in the hearts
of Russians, many euphoric at the
prospect of another Soviet Union. Then
comes a spooky knock on the door of
his rented dacha, which he is advised

is bugged. Mr Pugh realises he doesn’t
want to be part of this Russia any more
and, somewhat dramatically, decides
to ride his way out of trouble.

He sets off on horseback, with
assorted companions and a canine
friend, Dog Friday, on an epic ride
through deserted Russian countryside,
through Belarus, Ukraine, the Carpa-
thian mountains and into Transylvania
and Romania. Much of this glorious,
albeit abandoned, forlorn landscape
is now off limits due to Putin’s ongoing
aggression, which makes Mr Pugh’s
descriptive, affectionate prose all the
more important and poignant. KG

TIMSPICER An Axe and Four

ANAXEARD  Balloons: The Man
mymunuus Who Saved The SAS
' Tim Spicer
(Barbreck, £25)
S this the most

intriguing and conse-
quential man you've never heard of?
‘There are a great many unsung heroes
of war, but Colonel Brian Franks must
be right at the top of the list, writes
Gen Sir Michael Rose, who commanded
22 SAS in the Falklands War, in his fore-
word, ‘not only because of his courage,
leadership and extraordinary achieve-
ment in battle, but because of his
determination that the SAS regiment
should continue in existence after the
war when all other special force units
were being disbanded.’ The late Sir David
Stirling, famously the founder of the
Special Air Service, was emphatic: ‘Had
it not been for Brian Franks, we would
have been consigned to oblivion.
Franks was born in 1910, the son
of the commanding officer of the 19th
Hussars who was killed in the closing
weeks of the First World War, sword
drawn, in a tumultuous charge at Le
Cateau. Educated at Eton, Franks rather
than joining his father’s old regiment,
chose to raise eyebrows by going to
work in the hotel trade and starting at
the bottom, scrubbing pans in the Dor-
chester. He made a strong impression
and was headhunted by the owners of the
Hyde Park Hotel to become its manager.
A bon vivant, he would soon count
among his closest friends David Niven,
Ian Fleming and Evelyn Waugh. After
Munich, convinced that Hitler would
precipitate war, he joined the Middlesex

Yeomanry (Territorial Army). In 1940,
the yeomanry was sent to Palestine,
but Franks was impatient of convention.
Needless to say, White’s (Club) played
its usual military role of allocating uncon-
ventionally minded troops to task, as
did Shepheard’s (Hotel) in Cairo.
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However, this is not yet another his-
tory of the SAS, writes Col Tim Spicer,
who would certainly have found a place
in Waugh’s ‘Sword of Honour’ trilogy
had the two men been contemporaries:
‘It is about Brian Franks... the adven-
ture, fun and laughter of his life, overt
and covert, civilian and military. Inevit-
ably his time in command of [the war-
time] 2 SAS will feature prominently,
as will the re-formation of the regiment,
and it will put him in his rightful place
in the pantheon of the SAS. It will,
indeed—and with great verve.

The axe and four balloons of the title?
It is a mystery. From his prep school,
Franks wrote home asking: ‘Please
send me an axe and four balloons’
Nothing can be found to indicate their
intended or actual use, but somehow
it sums up the man and the story. &
Allan Mallinson
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