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Wilfred Noyce (1917–1962)
takes a significant Lake District fall

When 28-year-old
Wilfred Noyce set off to
climb the Shark’s Fin,
Tophet Bastion, on Great
Gable, in April 1946,
little could he have
known that his fortunes
that day would figure
so prominently in the
mountain rescue
history books. Indeed,
they were key to the
very future of mountain
rescue in the Lake
District.
It was Noyce’s fall, and his

protracted rescue – in which a few

brave men worked without food

and light, through foul weather –

coupled with the recent formation

of a rescue team in Coniston,

which inspired Rusty Westmorland

to push for a similar group in

Keswick. Noyce may have been

catalytic in the development of a

more ‘joined up’ rescue service

but he was, in fact, an

accomplished and well-respected

climber, later to become a key

member of the 1953 Everest

expedition.

Cuthbert Wilfred Noyce was born

in India on 31 December 1917. the

son of Sir Frank Noyce, of the

Indian Civil Service. He attended

Charterhouse School and went on

to read modern languages at

King's College, Cambridge.

Following graduation, he first

taught modern languages at

Malvern College before returning

to his old school, Charterhouse.

Before the outbreak of World

War Two, he was already gaining

a reputation as one of our finest

climbers. A cousin of Colin Kirkus,

reputed to be ‘one of the most

influential climbers Britain has ever

produced’, Noyce was introduced

by Kirkus to British rock climbing,

as a boy.

In their tribute to Noyce in the

Alpine Journal, entitled Wilfred
Noyce I9I7-I962: Some Personal
Memories, John Hunt and David
Cox wrote: ‘At King’s he was
exceptionally fortunate in that the
generosity of one of its Fellows, A
C Pigou, who was a great lover of
mountains, made it possible for
him to climb for two meteoric
seasons with two great guides,
Armand Charlet in 1937 and Hans
Brantschen in 1938, each of whom
must have been delighted to have
such a client. At home he was
already climbing intensively with
Menlove Edwards, the leading
British rock climber of the later
1930S. It might be thought that he
was extremely lucky to find himself
climbing in this sort of company,
but the fact was that his talents
were altogether exceptional and
that other people spotted this very
quickly.’
Noyce’s climbing partnership

with Menlove Edwards proved to

be a formidable one, pioneering a

number of new routes, but not

without incident.

Hunt and Cox noted with some

dismay that although ‘Wilf moved
easily, and seemingly without
effort, when climbing on all but the
most difficult rock,’ he would
frequently ‘stand with his hands in
his pockets on narrow, sloping
ledges where other people would
have been eagerly looking for a
handhold, or wanting to drive in a
peg for a bit of security.’

They speculate that a failure to fix

a belay after a long run-out on the

East Buttress of Scafell in 1938

may well have been responsible

for the seriousness of the accident

in which Menlove Edwards saved

by David Allan & Judy Whiteside

The Daily Express item shows where Noyce fell
and was rescued
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his life. On that occasion, on a very

wet day, Noyce had fallen from

Mickledore Grooves on Scafell. In

hospital in Whitehaven with severe

facial and other injuries, he

underwent plastic surgery later to

deal with the facial problem. In

1939, he fell climbing on Ben

Nevis in winter but escaped with

minor injuries.

A letter sent to his rescuers,

some time after his fall from

Tophet Bastion, by Noyce’s father,

indicates that he and his mother

had been worried on more than

one occasion by their son’s

climbing misadventures, thinking

‘Wilfred had done it this time for
good and all.’
During the war, he was

commissioned as 2nd Lt. in King’s

Royal Rifle Corps. He taught

mountain survival in Wales and

worked for some time at an

aircrew training centre in Kashmir

alongside John Hunt (who later led

the 1953 Everest expedition),

climbing Pauhunri in the Sikkim

Himalaya. He eventually became a

captain in the Intelligence Corps

and, after teaching himself

Japanese, was responsible for

significant breaking of Japanese

codes.

Front page news
The war over, Noyce returned to

England and continued his

climbing career. It was on 24 April

1946 that he fell from the Shark’s

Fin. A gust of wind had apparently

blown him from his stance,

causing him to fall some distance

onto his leg, which he described

as having crumpled and broken

under him. The story was front

page news on 26 April 1946:

‘Fifteen hundred feet up on Great
Gable, the 2900ft Lakeland peak,
six climbers struggled all night in a
blizzard, with a almost spent torch
as their only guide, to lower an
injured mountaineer to safety in a
stretcher.
‘Tonight, the mountaineer,

Captain Wilfred Noyce, 28-year-
old son of Sir Frank Noyce, former
Indian civil servant, was reported
‘comfortable’ in Whitehaven
Infirmary.
‘He had lain for 14 hours with a

broken leg in a gully of Great Hell
Gate on Great Gable.
‘Colonel H Westmorland,

60-year-old member of the Alpine
Club, and Mr C Elliott, 58-year-old
headmaster of Eton, with three
other schoolmasters and an Army
captain were the men who got the
stretcher to the valley.
‘For the 15,00ft descent, they

had ropes only 120ft long. They
worked in 75-foot drops. Two
climbers with the torch guided the
stretcher down the boulder-strewn
mountainside. Two paid out the
rope and two remained above as
anchors.
‘At every step there was danger

of sending an avalanche of
boulders racing down the mountain
on the injured man. It was just
before dawn, after eight hours of
darkness, that they reached the
path, desperately tired, and began
to carry the stretcher towards
Wasdale Valley.
‘There they were met by a police

party who took over until the
stretcher could be loaded on a
jeep from the RAF mountain

rescue squad at Birthwaite Farm.
The jeep took Captain Noyce
another mile to the ambulance.
‘Captain Noyce left Buttermere

yesterday with his sister Rosemary,
Mr Philip Noel-Baker, the Minister
of State, and Mr Elliott.
‘Mr Noel-Baker said today: “Mr

Elliott and Captain Noyce decided
to climb the Tophet Bastion and
Shark’s Fin Ridge. I have not done
so much climbing for some time,
so I decided to follow the path over
Great Gable with Miss Noyce.
“When we reached the top there

was no sign of the others, so we
left a prearranged signal and
walked down to Buttermere. It was
some hours later before we heard
of the accident.”
‘Meanwhile, in bitter cold and a

blustery wind, Mr Elliott and
Captain Noyce climbed Tophet
Bastion and began the ascent of
the ridge.
‘They were roped together,

Captain Noyce leading, when at
about 3.00pm, a gust of wind blew
him from the ridge and he fell 50
feet until he was stopped, his leg
broken, on a grassy saddle.
‘Mr Elliott lowered him 15 feet, to

a sheltered ledge, made him as
comfortable as possible and
secured him with the rope, before
beginning a seven-mile journey,
much of it running, to get help.
‘On the way down, he told two

boys of the accident. The boys
later met Colonel Westmorland,
returning from a day’s climb. The
boys had a blanket and Colonel
Westmorland climbed down the
ridge to wrap this round Captain
Noyce before he, too, went for help.
‘Colonel Westmorland met two

Wilfred Noyce (1917–1962)
takes a significant Lake District fall
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other climbers who agreed to go
to the ledge and wait with Captain
Noyce.
‘On the way down to Borrowdale,

Colonel Westmorland met Mr
Elliott returning from the Scafell
Hotel with Mr Robert Files, a
Lancaster schoolmaster, and
Captain James Yule.
‘When they reached the injured

man, a blizzard was blowing. Mr
Files splinted the broken leg and
strapped Captain Noyce to the
stretcher.
‘Then began a 200ft haul up the

rock face to reach the head of the
steep gully.
‘The six climbers heard hails, but

their answering cries were unheard.
As darkness was falling, the
blizzard was growing worse.
‘The six men carried on. It was

so cold that even in their thick
clothes with the warm work of
hauling the stretcher, they shivered.
‘Colonel Westmorland spent his

60th birthday in the rescue.
‘Captain Noyce is an experienced

mountaineer.’

Lessons learned
A long letter from J R (Bobby)

Files (a copy of which was kindly

supplied by his nephew, Keith

Files) adds further detail to the

story. ‘By all accounts,’ explains Mr
Files, ‘it was [my uncle] who
administered first aid, applied a
splint to Noyce’s leg and strapped
him to the stretcher. He was one of
the six climbers who then
manhandled the stretcher to the
Sty Head path.’
The letter was addressed to A S

Pigott, the then chairman of

Mountain Rescue Committee, and

dated 30 May 1946. It contains a

detailed description of the rescue

and his observations and

suggestions.

‘Dear Mr Pigott. You may care to
have further details of the rescue
after the accident on Shark’s Fin. I
was not present at the accident
and first heard of it on arrival at
Seathwaite from Glaramara at
around 5.00pm. I could not obtain
definite information of the exact
location of the accident which was
said to have occurred on the
Napes Needle and also on the
Shark’s Fin. There were many
walkers at Seathwaite who said
someone had come for help and
had returned with a large rescue
party and equipment.
‘I set off for the Napes as soon

as possible, asking my wife and a
friend to follow with flasks of hot
drinks and hot water bottles
wrapped up in rugs. I caught up
with the stretcher party which
included Mr Elliott, Col
Westmorland and Capt Yule. We
pushed on with the stretcher and
the one first aid rucksack present.
Our intention was to render first aid
and to get the injured man off the
rock before dark while others
stood by to help afterwards or
went for food and lamps.
‘We reached the injured man

about 6.30pm. Two other
climbers, Messrs Jones and
Yewbank, staying at Middle Row,
were already there. It was bitterly
cold, raining hard and snowing.
The injured man was lying on a
grass ledge at the foot of the
Shark’s Fin, protected by a
blanket. I applied the Thomas

splint and bandaged his hand and
we roped Noyce securely to the
stretcher. We arranged two
hauling ropes, each handled by
two men, one of each pair taking a
rock belay. The remaining two
men climbed with the stretcher.
We found it extraordinarily difficult
to haul the stretcher to the top of
the ridge. (Lowering the stretcher
down Tophet Bastion was not
considered as we did not consider
the stances and belays on the
climb suitable for lowering the
stretcher in the very grim
conditions – our hands were
almost completely numbed and
Capt Yule had to have medical
treatment for frostbite afterwards.)
The main difficulty in hauling was
that the upper end of the stretcher
constantly dug into tufts of grass
and projecting rocks and had to
be lifted bodily away from the face
while the men above hauled (see
suggestion 1).
‘We had left groups of walkers at

various points and, during the
operations described in the above
paragraph, heard repeated shouts
from the foot of the Bastion etc.
We replied to these shouts and
congratulated ourselves on the
large supporting parties at hand.
Unfortunately, no one heard our
shouts. I have noticed before that it
is difficult to communicate with
one’s second man on Tophet
Bastion and the gale and mist
apparently increased this difficulty
(see suggestion 2).
‘We reached the junction of the

ridge from Tophet Bastion as the
last faint trace of daylight failed,
presumably around 10.00pm. I
am afraid that we were very tired
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and soaked to the skin. We had all
spent the day climbing and had
rushed to the accident without
stopping to eat or collect food,
feeling that our job was to get
clear of rock or nightfall at all
costs. A small supporting party
had been left here. They were not
climbers but we were asked to
wait and assured that we would
safeguard their descent once the
injured man was down on the
scree. We therefore lowered the
stretcher down the easy gully
which descends in about 100 feet
to Great Hell Gate. Two men took
rock belays, two paid out the rope
while the other two climbed with
the stretcher to free it whenever it
stuck. We repeated the process
down Great Hell Gate, using our
one small electric torch.
‘I understand that it was the

original intention to take Noyce to
Seathwaite where the ambulance
was to wait. We had great difficulty
in locating the path which crosses
Great Hell Gate from the Napes to
Kern Knotts but, when we reached
it, it was obvious that six of us
could not carry the stretcher so we
decided to continue down the
scree. We might at this stage have
sent a man on ahead for
reinforcements but the night was
as black as ink with thick mist and
snow. We did not consider it fair or
reasonable to send a man ahead
without a light and to have let him
have the light would have involved
keeping the stretcher stationery for
some considerable time.
‘Furthermore, we were not

certain that any five of us could
have controlled the stretcher had
we attempted to make progress,

nor did we know the extent of
reinforcements available in
Wasdale. The injured man was
very cold and his opinion was also
that we should continue our slow
progress.
‘During the descent of the scree,

two men dug in their heels, or
used whatever security could be
found, to act as anchors, two
lowered the rope and two guided
the stretcher. Where the going was
rough, four had to handle the
stretcher, making sorry attempts to
carry it while two tended the ropes.
I fear that we gave Noyce a brutal
passage over the rough going. He
bore it all with most commendable
fortitude and good spirit.
‘All the supporting parties had

gone home. It must be admitted
that it was a foul night and that the
six climbers took a long time over
the job of getting Noyce off the
ridge but food, lamps and fresh
men would have been of
indescribable help to us, as would
warmth to Noyce. Incidentally,
when we arrived at the Shark’s
Fin, it was a blow to find only No 1
Rucksack present.
‘As we got down to the Sty Head

path at the foot of the scree, Col
Westmorland pushed on ahead to
send support while the remainder
of us attempted to carry the
stretcher. We made slow progress
and were, I fear, on the point of
collapse when two policemen
from Burnthwaite arrived to take
over our burden, handing over
very soon to the RAF mountain
rescue squad.
‘We shall always be grateful to

Mrs Ullock of Burnthwaite who had
tea ready, followed by hot baths,

dry clothes and breakfast. The
RAF Mountain Rescue squad had
been out earlier in the night looking
for us and had spent the night in
Wasdale hut but alas! we did not
know that they existed (see
suggestion 3).
‘Noyce was in good spirits, his

injuries limited to simple fracture of
the right tibia and to his left hand,
but he must have suffered as it
was not until 5.00am that we
arrived at Wasdale. I believe the
accident was at 3.00pm the
previous afternoon. Noyce was
conveyed in the RAF ambulance
to Whitehaven. The four of us from
Borrowdale were warmly clad by
the RAF and brought back by
Jeep, well smothered in blankets.
‘I think a special mention should

be made of the fact that Col
Westmorland was celebrating his
60th birthday and that Mr Elliott is
within a very few years of 60.
‘Mrs Ullock of Burnthwaite rose

nobly and hospitably to the
occasion. Mrs Edmondson of
Seathwaite, as usual on these
occasions, provided hospitality to
all and sundry who might be
assisting in the remotest way with
the accident.
‘Suggestions:
‘1. The new type of stretcher is

excellent up to a point. We all
agreed it would be much
improved if the skids were bent at
each end, in a manner resembling
ski tips.
‘2. Communications by shouting

and whistling was extremely bad.
We therefore suggest that some
type of light signal (eg. a Very
pistol with cartridges or the type of
signal used by the RNAS with the

Wilfred Noyce (1917–1962)
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small dinghies) should be included
in the first aid equipment.
‘3. The existence of the RAF

Mountain Rescue at Barrow, and
the possibility of calling out their
rescue squads should be made
widely known. I have made
contact with the officer in charge –
he is very helpful.
‘4. Pressure to be brought to

have telephones installed at
Wasdale Head and Seathwaite.
We have felt strongly about this
after previous accidents. In this
connection, I might mention that
my wife came up to Gable on the
evening of the accident and,
realising the foulness of the
weather, returned to Seathwaite to
bring back a party with dry clothes
and food. She was met on the way
back to Gable by the returning
supporting parties who, not
hearing any shouts from the
rescue party, had apparently given
up and had, herself, to give up
hope of helping us that night.
‘Thinking that we might have

been forced to remain on the
crags all night, she organised
another party from the CHA Guest
House at Seatoller to bring us food
and dry clothes at day break. By
this time, we were in Wasdale, but
were unable to prevent this party
from going to the top of the Napes
to look for us. Many of the party
had been out the previous night
and we are very grateful for their
efforts to bring help, fortunately not
required, in the morning. May I
add, perhaps in confidence, that
the Keswick police and their
helpers were not present on this
occasion (ie. in the morning), nor
did the police send a message to

Seathwaite via the Keswick police
to save this party the trouble of
going to the Napes again,
although my wife had told them
the previous night that she would
be underway at daybreak.
‘Telephone communications

between the two valleys would
have saved all this trouble and
worry.
‘We checked the Borrowdale

First Aid Equipment out after the
accident. The skids of the stretcher
are badly won by the long journey
down the scree and the canvas is
muddy and slightly cut from
contact with sharp boulders.
‘Rucksack No 1: Eiderdown bed

and cover missing, two blankets
present; Thomas splint is at
Whitehaven; 1 6-inch bandage
used; Forceps, dressing missing;
Sugar consumed; Brandy flask
missing; Scissors rusty; Towel
dirty; Forceps, clamp rusty;
Rucksack dirty; Holdall dirty;
Printed instructions damp and
dirty.
‘Rucksack No 2: 1 kettle missing;

Windscreen ribs broken; Items
marked missing or rusty were
apparently missing or rusty before
this accident. I suggest the
provision of two glacier lanterns
and a dozen candles in each
rucksack. Could a clear printed
card be supplied instructing
rescue parties to take both
rucksacks as a matter of course,
the card to be hung in a prominent
place with the equipment.
‘I am afraid that I have written at

very considerable length. We six
members of the rescue party are
very conscious of the fact that a
too long period of time elapsed

between the accident and the
arrival of the injured man in
hospital, that the injured man and
also the rescue party had a grim,
cold, wet and tiring experience
and we hope that valuable lessons
may be learned from this.
‘If there is any point on which you

would like more information, you
would please let me know and we
will do everything possible to help.’

As the history books show, Rusty

Westmorland was seriously

disturbed at the lack of any

organised rescue service and the

extreme difficulties faced by all

those concerned in Noyce’s

rescue. The incident spurred on

the already embryonic

development of mountain rescue,

with the formation of the

Borrowdale team, later to become

Keswick MRT.

On to Everest...
But, back to Noyce. Undeterred

by his experience, he continued to

climb, establishing hard new

routes in the UK and in the Alps,

and widely regarded as possibly

the best all-round mountaineer in

the UK.

He became a key member of the

1953 Everest expedition – ‘the last

chance to be first’. According to

Hunt: ‘There is no doubt that he
would have been capable of going
to the top. Yet he made no
complaint about the supporting
role which he was asked to play;
he did express the hope that,
should the two planned assaults
fail, he might be given his chance.
He performed his allotted task of
escorting some of our high-altitude
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Sherpas up the Lhotse Face
superbly well. None of us,
watchers at that anxious time at
our camp in the Western Cwm,
will ever forget our excitement as
he, with Annullu, climbed the
upper part of the Geneva Spur on
one of those critical days in the
second part of May. We raised a
cheer as their blue anoraks
blended with the sky, framed by
the rim of the South Col. It marked
a psychological breakthrough. It
heartened us all and gave our
Sherpas the courage to complete
the carry of stores to the camp site
on the Col.’
In 1957, together with David

Cox, Noyce made the effective first

ascent of Machapuchare (6,993m)

in the Annapurna Himalaya,

reaching within 50m of the summit

before turning back at that point

out of respect for local religious

beliefs. Noyce and Cox also made

the first ascent – via the north-east

face – of Singu Chuli (Fluted Peak)

(6,501m) that same year.

Noyce’s achievements continued

to tot up. In August 1959, together

with C J Mortlock and Jack Sadler,

he made the first British ascent of

the Welzenbach route on the north

face of the Dent d’Hérens. Some

days later, the same party made

the first British ascent of the north-

east face of the Signalkuppe, the

longest and most serious route on

the east face of Monte Rosa.

Noyce made the first ascent of

Trivor (7,577m) in Pakistan’s

Hispar Muztagh range in 1960

together with Jack Sadler.

Two years before he died, Noyce

gave up his job in order to write full

time having already written quite a

number of books, mostly about his

climbs and the expeditions of

which he had been a member.

Noyce wrote widely, and not just

books, turning his hand to poetry

and scholarly articles, and also

contributing to a number of

climbing guidebooks. His titles

included ‘Mountains and Men’,

‘Scholar Mountaineers’, ‘British

Crags and Climbers’, ‘South Col’,

‘Snowdon Biography’, ‘Climbing

the Fish Tail’, ‘To the Unknown

Mountain’, ‘The Gods are Angry’,

‘The Springs of Adventure’ and

‘They Survived’. Sadly, this latter

title proved a temptation too far for

Fate.

In 1962, Noyce joined the first

Anglo-Russian expedition to the

Pamirs, again led by John Hunt.

Descending Mt Garmo with

23-year-old Scot Robin Smith,

either Smith or Noyce slipped on a

layer of soft snow over ice, pulling

the other, and they both fell 4,000

feet to their deaths.

John Hunt describes his

emotions when finding the two

bodies: ‘Wilf was wearing the
same blue anorak [he had worn
during the 1952 Everest
expedition] as he lay, nine years
later, closely bound to Robin Smith
in the tight coils of their rope, on a
little shelf some 2000ft up the west
face of Pik Garmo in the Pamirs,
after a fall of 4000ft. For those of
us who found them there, it was a
moment of indescribable pathos.
‘Yet it seemed to symbolise a

new-found friendship between
these two men. They were, in age,
a generation apart. Each had
attained high academic distinction;
both were brilliant mountaineers.

There they lay, in death united.
‘From some notes found in his

effects at Base Camp, it was clear
that Wilf had hesitated about
joining the expedition. At that time,
when the Cold War still prevailed,
what decided him to accept was
not only the idea of climbing in the
Pamirs, which of course attracted
him, but also the idealistic thought
that the common ground of
mountains and the love of
climbing might prove to be ‘a
bridge perhaps, even in a small
way, of the gap separating East
and West over all other fields of
thought.’
He concludes: ‘Wilfred Noyce’s

death was both an immense
sadness to his friends and a blow
to British mountaineering which will
not be forgotten.’
A fitting tribute to a man often

only remembered as that chap

who had the accident which got

the Keswick team started!
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