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Wilson H Hey (1882–1956)

Within mountain
rescue, Wilson H Hey is
most well known for his
stance over the use of
morphine by mountain
rescue teams. It is,
however, arguable
that his chairmanship
and leadership of the
group that brought
organised mountain
rescue into existence
in the UK was his
greatest contribution.

Hey was born in September
1882. In 1905, he qualified with an
MB ChB from medical school in
Manchester and, by 1908, had
obtained his FRCS. He continued
his surgical training in Manchester
and took up a consultant post at
Manchester Royal Infirmary in 1914.

At the outbreak of war he
enlisted in the RAMC, serving in
France and rising to the rank of
major. He was made a chevalier of
the Legion of Honour for his
treatment of French soldiers.
During this time he published
papers on the treatment of
battlefield wounds.

In 1919, he returned to his post
at Manchester Royal Infirmary, also
working at the Christie Hospital and
the Royal Manchester Children’s
Hospital. He pursued a very active
and successful career as both a
clinical surgeon and as a teacher
of surgery. His operating lists had a
reputation for being both
instructive and full of entertaining
anecdotes.

It is difficult to pinpoint his first
forays into the hills but, in the
1920s, he was climbing regularly
across the UK and in the Alps.

‘It is probably true that a single
journey in the high Alps can
produce in us every emotion that
possesses the heart of man’. This
was written by him on return from
an alpine trip and reveals his
passion for mountains and
climbing.

He became president of the
Rucksack Club and served on the
council of the Alpine Club. His
energies were also directed to the
establishment of the Manchester
University Mountaineering Club
and he served as its president for
several years. Through this club he
took great delight in organising
sorties into the mountains for both
students and colleagues, possibly
arranging the first geo-caching
with his notorious navigational
treasure hunts on Kinder Scout.
There is credible anecdotal
evidence that prior to climbing trips
he would utilise coffee breaks on
his operating lists to hang from the
window sills to strengthen his grip!

In 1933, he became a leading
player in the group that recognised
the need for organised mountain
rescue. In 1939, he took the chair
of what had become the Mountain
Rescue Committee and held that
position for some seventeen years.

Perhaps the experiences of his
military service had instilled his
insistence on good splintage and
pain relief. The Thomas stretcher
and morphine were the immediate
answers. Until 1950, he supplied

morphine to Mountain Rescue
Posts personally and funded the
venture. It was not until 1949 that
the law caught up with him.

He declined the request to
discontinue the practice, writing to
the Home Office, ‘If you will not
give your permission to supply
morphine please take legal
proceedings against me’. The
authorities did exactly that and he
was fined £10 after a high profile
court appearance. Massive
support was forthcoming and the
Rucksack Club paid his fine. The
Scottish Mountaineering Club even
offered to pay his fine!

This was, however, not the
outcome he had wanted. He had
anticipated a higher profile court
case with a term in jail in order to
publicise the cause. Happily a
large body of support including
politicians, leading figures from the
Royal College of Surgeons and
peers of the realm entered the fray
and, in 1950, the law was
changed to allow non-medical
members of mountain rescue to
hold and administer morphine.

What has been forgotten is that
the local papers ran headlines
‘Surgeon on drugs charges’ and
this did considerable damage to
his professional life.

He died on 15 January 1956 at
the age of 73, having passed the
reins of the MRC to Fred Piggott
and to one of his own surgical and
mountaineering students, Noel F
Kirkman.
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