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Like many students members of the Edinburgh University Mountaineering Club 
before me, I had the good fortune to enjoy the friendship and patronage of Graham 
Brown, and spent my last two undergraduate years with him in his flat at 20 Manor Place 
until he died in the autumn of 1965.  

When he retired for the Chair of Physiology at Cardiff in 1950, Graham returned 
to his native Edinburgh, acquired the Manor Place flat and became Honorary President of 
the University Mountaineering Club.  Shortly afterwards he began to offer rent-free 
accommodation to impecunious student climbers. The flat formed the ground floor and 
basement of an old town house. Graham occupied the ground floor of the three rooms. 
The room overlooking the street contained objects acquired in a long life for which 
Graham had no further use. They lay shrouded in dust, exactly as the removers must have 
left them in 1950. Behind this room and overlooking the garden, if such a name can be 
applied to the untamed wilderness that flourished there, was the library. This was the 
heart of the house and the living quarters of its owner. In his last years Graham was 
always to be found here. He was a small man and seemed still smaller in this room, 
surrounded by towering bookshelves, his pale face caught by the glow from the electric 
fire. He smoked more or less continuously and accumulated around his chair a 
comfortable barrier of used matches, burnt-out dottle and empty tins of Three Nuns 
tobacco, which added piquancy to the layers of fish-supper wrappers and abandoned 
copies of the Times.  

The climbers were located on the basement floor. They spread over two large 
room and even penetrated into a windowless cupboard. They slept in sleeping bags on 
mattresses and strewed their possessions around them on the floors. The general effect 
was of a waiting room in a large European railway station at the height of the tourist 
season. Whenever Graham went to London to attend Royal Society or Alpine Club 
meetings, the held rowdy drinking parties, spiced with sword fights and games of 
strength and endurance. With Graham’s enthusiastic connivance they used the basement 
flat as an after-hours meeting point along with other Edinburgh climbers and the library 
as an outstanding source of information about Alpine climbing. At the same time, under 
the liberal custodianship of Robin Gall-Inglis, the Scottish Mountaineering Club’s 
Clubroom and Library at 369 High Street provided an additional focus for climbers 
within Edinburgh. These two centres of information and fellowship helped create the 
conditions which led to the tremendous flowering of mountaineering activity from 
Edinburgh in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s under the covert leadership of James Marshall 
and Robin Smith. Smith was a man of immense personal charm and a particular favourite 
of Graham’s, whose advice lay at the back of many of Smith’s startling Alpine exploits.  

The University Mountaineering Club used to meet every Wednesday lunchtime in 
the upstairs of Deacon Brodie’s – a Lawnmarket pub. It was when I began to go along to 
these meeting in the 1960 that I first encountered Graham. He habitually sat at one of the 
window tables overlooking the High Street chatting with Smith and other notable 
members whom I did not date to speak to. Usually, he wore one of these featureless 
gabardine raincoats and a battered pork-pie hat and sipped occasionally at a half-pint. 



After a time I was allowed to listen and eventually permitted to speak. Although the 
conversations at that table was always interesting, Graham contributed little to it, perhaps 
because speech (like drinking) entailed the troublesome business of removing his pipe. 
However, he was just as reluctant to put an end to the proceedings as the rest of us and 
when time was called we would often as not transfer to the Old Quad Common-room or 
(via an off-license) to the top deck of the Circle bus.  

Sometimes we would walk through the Gardens to 20 Manor Place. Once there, 
the natural thing was to talk about Mont Blanc, and the Brenva Face in particular, a 
splendid telephotograph of which hung above the library fireplace. This topic was 
Graham’s consuming interest. He had complied specially-bound “dossiers” of clippings 
from books, climbing journals and newspapers on each of the major routes to the summit 
of Mont Blanc. Sometimes the talk would be about the past and Graham was always 
ready to remove his pipe to tell improbable stories to the discredit of his contemporaries. 
Frank Smythe – who shared with Graham the discovery of two great Brenva face routes, 
the Sentinelle Rouge and Route Major – bore more than his fair share of these 
calumnious attacks. On other occasions he would talk about future possibilities on Mont 
Blanc, such as route on the Piliers de Brouillard and the Grand Pilier d’Angle (now 
climbed), and produce great stores of photographs to substantiate his claims. Two books 
never far from his hand were A.E.W. Mason’s “Running Water” and A. W. Moore’s 
“The Alps in 1864.” In the latter book Moore describes what is now called the Old 
Brenva route (at that time the only route on the Italian side) which description inspired 
Mason to write his novel and Graham to plan and complete his own magnificent 
sequence of routes on the face.  

Although Graham had continued to climb until the late ‘50s, by 1960 his legs 
were beginning to fail and I never had the pleasure of seeing him on rock. Perhaphs 
following the example of Tilman, he had experimented with sailing (converted lifeboats 
rather than Bristol pilot cutters) but without much success – the North Sea was crossed 
once (just!) but other boats littered the bottoms of Highland sea-lochs. By 1963 Smith 
was dead, as Marshall put it ‘on some Russian mountain,’ and the little world of 
Edinburgh climbing disintegrated. Graham also began to decline and for the last or so 20 
Manor Place had a resident nurse, a Miss Jones. The climbers and their rubbish (except 
me and mine) were swept out of the basement. Miss Jones and I took Graham once to 
Fort William to see his boat, moored in Loch Lochy. He stared at it from the shore for a 
minute or so and turned away, unable to get aboard. Apart from this solitary diversion he 
was confined to Manor Place and his books.  

When he died it turned out that he had left his flat to the University as a residence 
for members of the Mountaineering Club. Despite this, I was obliged to move out – an 
irony that might have appealed to him. As I turned my back on 20 Manor Place on a 
miserable December evening and began to trudge through the city burdened by my 
enormous rucksack and two suitcases I consoled myself with the reflection that thanks to 
Graham I had been able to enjoy Edinburgh in a mountaineering experience just as rich 
and satisfying as those he had enjoyed over thirty years ago on the Brenva face of Mont 
Blanc.               
  


