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Bill T ilm an was the quintessential British explorer: tough and flexible as 
good leather, im m une to hardsh ip  and danger, reticent o ften  to the po in t 
of speechlessness. H e was stocky, tireless, w iry and w eathered w ith the 
b rush  m ustache, pipe, and had the bearing of the best type B ritish officer. 
H e no t only looked the p a rt of an explorer— he lived it. N o clim ber- 
explorer-sailor in this cen tury  led a m ore varied and adventurous life in 
rem ote parts  of the w orld, and few have been fo rtuna te  enough to have 
such a skilled biographer.

T ilm an  revealed only parts  of him self to the various categories of 
people w ho w ere his friends. H e fought valiantly  and w ith distinction 
in bo th  W orld  W ars and was w ounded and decorated  in both. D oubtless 
he had  friends am ong his fellow  soldiers bu t they w ere no t w ell-known 
to  those w ho knew  Bill as a clim ber and explorer. W e in tu rn  knew  little 
of T ilm an the sailor, w ho took  sm all boats into unlikely and dangerous 
w aters. O n the last of these voyages he and five young com panions w ere 
lost w ithout trace  in the South  A tlantic.

R oughly a th ird  of T ilm an ’s eighty years w ere spent in grow ing up, 
surviving tw o w ars and in the form ative decade w hen he farm ed  in 
K enya alone w ith  hundreds of books fo r com pany. A no ther th ird  was 
devoted  to m ountaineering  in E urope, A sia, A frica, G reen land  and the 
sub-A ntarctic ; the rem ainder was spent in deep-w ater sailing after, as he 
p u t it, he was “too old to clim b.” U nlike m ost m ountaineers and sailors, 
Bill T ilm an w rote brilliantly , w ith splendidly d ry  w it, and a style and 
reservo ir of quotations draw n from  reading and re-reading the w orld’s 
best lite ra tu re  w hile running  his coffee p lan ta tion  in K enya. As a con
firm ed bachelor and putative m isogynist there  w ere no w om en in his life 
except fo r a devoted sister w ho was, he said, his sheet-anchor and to 
w hom  he tu rned  fo r hom e and affection, w hich he re tu rned  to her m any 
tim es. H is fifteen books are classics in m ountaineering  and sailing, w ritten  
w ith tongue in cheek, usually pu tting  him self dow n, and w ith m any fam ous 
one liners such as “… on the sum m it we so fa r  fo rgo t ourselves as to 
shake hands.”

M r. A nderson  knew  T ilm an  during his sea-faring phase and his son 
was one of T ilm an ’s clim bing disciples. Just w hat im pelled him  to w rite 
this splendid b iography he does no t tell us, bu t thank  heavens he d id: 
few  m ountaineers (w ho tend m ore to au tob iography) have ever had



a b iographer o f such quality  and perception. A nderson has p roduced  
a sensitive and engrossing book w hich is scholarly  as well as entertain ing, 
and w hich gives a clear po rtra it of a reticent and self-contained individual. 
By his careful selection of letters, A nderson  shows a side o f this rem ark 
able m an w hich was h idden from  view, even from  his m any friends. This 
is a splendid book about a m agnificent m an, and every clim ber and 
deep-w ater sailor will like and should have it.
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