
Valedictory address
Peter L10yd
(Read before the Alpine Club on 10 December 1979)

When I first began to think of my farewell speech to the club and looked back at
what had been said by my two immediate predecessors Jack Longland and David
Cox it seemed to me that they had examined so thoroughly the contemporary
problems of the club and of mountaineering in this country and had pronounced
on them with such authority that it would be best for me to find some entirely
diffel-ent topic to speak on. Alternatively I could of course court your favour by
dispensing with the sermon and going straight, as it were, to the Nunc Dimittis.

But as time passed I began to realize that in this changing world there were
indeed new situations and fresh problems affecting our club which needed to be
mentioned. These I shall come to later; for a start I want to speak of two quite
different matters, first a small piece of history, second the question of changes in the
mountains themselves.

Celebration in 1978 of the 25th Anniversary of the first ascent has focused
attention on Mount Everest and a major event in that same year was the ascent
without oxygen by Messner and Habeler. Although the mountain has now been
climbed nearly 100 times I think it is true to say that it is in no way diminished,
indeed like other notable mountains it is enriched by the human associations it has
acquired. I believe too that the experience of Everest has changed the lives of most
of us who have been there-it certainly has mine.

At least 70 books, as Audrey Salkeld tells me, have already been written about
Everest and more are on the way so any further addition to this massive literature
requires some apology. But Herbert Carr's book on Sandy lrvine shows that there
are still some things to be said and there are 2 little footnotes I would like to put on
the record, both fairly ancient history.

The first concerns the physical deterioration which climbers tend to experience
after spending any length of time at and above 7000 m. If you look at the index of
almost any of the pre-War Everest books you will find a mass of references to this
topic which was of obvious tactical importance and, in the nature of things, hard to
study. Raymond Greene's chapter in Ruttledge's book on medical aspects of the
1933 expedition, in the course of a lengthy section on deterioration comments as
follows:

.. one must agree that in all probability prolonged shortage of oxygen is directly or
indirectly the most important cause of deterioration. The shortage may be the direct
cause. But it seems at any rate possible that acclimatisation, itself originally due to
oxygen-lack, may carry deterioration with it as a noxious by-product. Crawford and
Brocklebank, slow acclimatisers, were also slow deteriorators. It is unlikely, liowever, that
deterioration is due to anyone cause.'

John Hunt's book, by contrast, contains no reference (at least in the index) to
deterioration, partly of course because a successful expedition has other things to
record, but also for another reason. This is that in the meantime the mechanism of
high-altitude deterioration had become a good deal less mysterious. Griffith Pugh
had carried out researches on the subject on Cho Oyu and on Everest itself. But the
episode I want to relate preceded that work by some years; it was a discussion in
1947 in which an idea was advanced sufficiently compelling to convince some of us,
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long before it could be put to the test, that this must surely be a major mechanism
in high-altitude deterioration. The theory advanced was also attractive in that it

immediately pointed to a practical remedy.
The occasion was a small and informal meeting at Farnborough, called at a time

w.hen our thoughts were just beginning to turn again to the big mountains, to
consider the application to mountaineering of war-time developments in air crew
physiology and in oxygen equipment, especially tpe work of the RAF Institute of
Aviation Medicine. One of those present was the Professor of Biochemistry at
Oxford, Professor (now Sir) Rudolf Peters.

In discussing this problem of high-altitude deterioration we naturally started
with a general description of bodily reactions to life on and above the N Colon
Everest. The crucial element in the account which immediately sparked off
comment was the recollection that the urine first turned very dark and then ceased
to flow altogether. Since the extreme lung ventilation accompanying physical work
at high altitude, and in very dry air, is clearly capable of removing very large
quantities of water from the body this process of dehydration was readily
understandable. Even a seemingly generous intake of mugs of tea might not
counteract the process and in the conditions of high camps the bother of melting
snow tended to prevent this. The suggestion: which came from Professor Peters,
was that this process of dehydration would in itself tend to reduce appetite and
could contribute markedly to the general bodily deterioration, and of course the
rel~ledy was clearly to recognize the hazard and make it a matter of discipline to
keep up the fluid intake.

Five years later the significance of the water balance was confirmed by Griffith
Pugh in the work he did on Cho Oyu and the lesson was duly applied on Everest the
lollowing year. But this was a lesson the Swiss had not yet learnt; there are strong
indications that their assault parties in 1952 were badly dehydrated. Since then
much further work has been done in various environments and the possible loss of
water at extreme altitude has been quantified as being up to 6 litres a day. (Research
is still being done on the related problems of transport of water and electrolytes in
the body, notably by Mich~el W~l'd and other members of the Club.) But there is no
need to pursue the m'atter further; my object is simply to give credit to Sir Rudolf
Peters for what was I believe the first pointer to an important generalization.

The second footnote concerns a matter which I mentioned at the winter dinner
last year so I need not dilate on it. It concerns the origins of the 1951 Everest
reconnaissance. The Himalayan Committee was still, at the beginning of 1951,
rather locked on to the idea of the N approach. We had not properly appreciated
the ellect of the Chinese take-over in Tibet and had been perhaps too much
influenced by Bill Tilman's gloomy account of the Khumbu ice-fall which he and
Charlie Houston had seen in the autumn of 1950.

Meantime Campbell Secord taking a rather different view of Bill's report had
been doing some research on the prospects of the S route, had procured various air
photographs and dug out others from the RGS, which led him to the conclusion
that the route must be feasible. Plans for a post-monsoon expedition were worked
out with Mike Ward and Bill Murray and, at the same time, the proposal was put to

the Himalayan Committee which endorsed and supported it early in June 1951.
This initiative was crucial and the dates, coupled with the fact of the Swiss planning
for 1952, show how nearly we missed the opportunity to pioneer the S route.

I come now to the subject on which I would have liked to speak at length, the
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change that is taking place in the mountain scene. Even in the short space of the life
01' our club climatic change ha in the Alps had significant effects, but the main
agents of change are of course the works of man. The theme is one to which I shall
certainly not be able to do justice, partly because it requires far more intensive
study than I have been able to devote to it, partly because of other subjects that
demand attention this evening. I realize too that the attempt is a rash one in that
some of you have more intimate acquaintance with the places and problems that I
shall be speaking of. All I can do is to present a personal view and perhaps to draw
attention to matters that call for further study and action. For the mountains, even
the greatest of them, are far from immutable and, indeed, few of the changes one
finds are for the better.

For a start I chose to try to take stock ofwhat had happened in my lifetime in the
Lake District, not indeed because I know it especially well, I do not, but because it
was there that my climbing apprenticeship began in the 20s with Gino Watkins,
Jack Longland, the two Wagers, Charles Warren, Tony Dummett and others. In a
visit this summer I walked with old friends over familiar ground and talked to many
of those concerned with the conservation of the Lakeland dales and fells and crags.

The agent of change here has been man and the predominant factors have been
the greater accessibility of the district coupled with the growth in tourism, leisure
and in various outdoor pursuits. Statistics to quantify the change over these 50 odd
years are not available but the increase in motor traffic must be nearer lOO-fold
than la-fold, the increase in those going on the hills and crags at least la-fold. The
Lakes are now easily accessible for weekend visits to some 12 million people; the
annual score for overnight visitors is 15 million bed nights; the numbers on the
summit of Helvellyn at the popular times may be 600 a day or more; of the
weekend crowding on the lower crags you know better than I.

As for the results of these pressures the crags of which alas I can no longer speak
at first hand have evidently changed least of all; they are, after all fairly durable and
that agent of change the tricouni nail is no longer seen or heard. It is however
remarkable to report that quite apart from the many new climbs on the older crags
more than 80 new crags have been discovered and explored. On the fells the most
immediately obvious change, apart from crowding, is the erosion of tracks and
footpaths. It comes not only from the normal traffic of climbers and fell walkers
but also from the more drastic damage caused by fell-running events and motor
cycle 'sCl'ambling'. The paths on Helvellyn can, I am told, be seen from the
Pennines; the tracks up the Band and Stickle Gill and Brown Tongue and many
another hillside are ugly scars from a couple of miles away. Once the binding
vegetation has gone the soil on the steeper places will soon follow; inevitably then
the feet of the next corners will seek the softer ground of undamaged grass so
widening the area of damage. There has been some success with experiments in
regeneration but not on the steeper slopes and this I think is an unsolved problem.
Another unwelcome development due to new farming conditions is the spread
of bracken which has invaded many acres of fell that one remembers as grass
covered.

A major change is the gI'owth to maturity of the Forestry Commission's
plantations in Ennerdale and the increasing scale of forestry activity in genel'al. This
is a process that has given offence to many but I confess myself in a minority in
enjoying the contrasted patterns of forest and open upland and in feeling that the
protests of the 20s and 30s were overdone. But even greater than the visual changes
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one notices is the contrast in attitudes, for the Forestry Commission of today is no
longer at loggerheads with the conservation agencies and, since the policy changes
of J958, J963 and J974, recognizes its obligation to protect and enhance the
environment. The more recent plantations ofless rectangular layout, using larch as
well as the evergreen conifers and with an admixture of hardwoods on the verges
are very different from those that brought forth the anguished protests of the 30s.
And the commission did in any case undertake even in the 30s not to plant in the
central area of the Lake District or above the 600m contour.

The great chimneys and towers of Calder Hall may hold a concealed threat but
to me they are dramatic landmarks which it is a pleasure to see from the tops.
Perhaps the greatest unresolved problem is that of water extraction, for the demand
101' water continues to grow and it cannot be provided except at some cost to
cherished lakes and dales and estuaries. The latest threats are to Wastwater and
Ennerdale.

But the general impression I was left with was of the quite remarkable success
which the conservation agencies have achieved in preserving the essential character
of the region, in avoiding unsuitable building developments, in keeping caravan
parks at arm's length, in striking a balance in highway development and in
minimizing litter and other forms of pollutio11. The National Park with its ranger
service and its extensive planning powers is the main agency of conservation but the
National Trust which now owns no less than a quarter of the land area of the
central Lake District is another potent protector. All those who have been
concerned are full of praise of the Friends of the Lake District which is the principal
voluntary body and which acts in concert with the Ramblers Association, the YHA
and the BMC's Lake District Committee. It is good to record that some of our
members have played a notable part: A. W. Wakefield, Theo Chorley, G. M.
Trevelyan, Alan Hargreaves, Claude Bicknell and Dick Graham. In conclusion one
must of course remember that the pressures and threats are still present, that it is no
tillle for complacency, that we as mountaineers surely have an obligation to do what
we can to preserve the thing we love.

Of changes in the Alps I shall not say much, and for various reasons. First of all
because this is something of which you will all have your own impressions and
experience, also because we have recently had in AJ two articles bearing on the
subject, R. W. Clark's light-hearted survey of some years ago and in the current
journal WaIter Amstutz's delightful paper on Turner's Alpine paintings in which,
among other things, he contrasts the majesty of the Alps as Turner saw them with
the tourist-corrupted world of today. The main reason though is that my own view
is essentially the predictable and boring comment of an old man that the mountains
are too crowded and that things are not what they used to be.

For the vulgarization of the Alps has gone on for a long time now and the
process is continuing. Although the hotel business is no longer growing there is
steady growth in other forms of tourist accommodation such as chalets and
apartment houses. In Switzerland the number of cable railways has gone up in the
last 10 years by 50%; ski lifts continue to proliferate.

Nor is it only the tourist trade that pollutes. The enormous hydroelectric works
of recent decades have been on such a scale as to dominate the scene and even to
modify the local climate, and have played a big part also in breaking down the
traditional way oflife in the Alpine valleys. It is now more attractive to have a small
apartment house for tourists than to keep cattle; on many of the meadows the hay is
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no longer cut. There is also the international motor traffic. Not only have we the
road tunnel through Mont Blanc, there will soon be a full-scale motorway from
Basel to Milan through tunnels in the St Gouhard region connecting the industries
of N Europe with the Italian cities; lorry traffic at the rate of 13,000 a day is
forecast.

To my mind the changes that have taken place are very well illustrated by
looking at the water colour by Winkworth that hangs in our committee room
painted in 1860 showing the Chamonix valley from the right bank of the Mer de
Glace and contrasting this with one's own recollections. For a start one is struck by
the enormous retreat that has taken place in the Mer de Glace (in fact a retreat
measured horizontally of 1100m). This question of change in climate and glaciation
there is no time to pursue though it is full of interest. The other change, of course,
is in Chamonix itself which in the picture is but a small village.

Leslie Stephen writing a decade later coined the phrase 'the Playground of
Europe' and used it, despite occasional references to commonplace travellers and
crowds of tourists, with apparent approval. What would he think of it now? In one
passage he writes:

'I am standing at the foot of what to my mind is the most glorious of all Alpine
wonders-the huge Oberland precipice on the slopes of the Faulhorn or the Wetlgern Alp.
Innumerable tourists have done all that tourists can to cocknify the scenery; but like the
pyramids or a Gothic cathedral it throws off the taint of vulgariry by its imperishable
majesty.'

Even now it is possible in some moods and some places to feel that the
splendour of the Alps outshines man's vulgarization of the scene, but it is getting
much harder, nor is there anything we can do to influence the course of events.

But it is to the situation in the Himalaya that I really wish to attract attention.
Here some valleys have in fact been subjected for many generations to invasions of
'tourists' from the plains in the shape of the pilgrims coming to the holy shrines at
the sources of the Ganges whom we saw in 1936 in their hundreds on their way to
Badrinath. But on the whole the Himalayan regions were insulated from tourism as
well as political change and technology until well after the 1939-45 War. The most
sudden and drastic change came of course in Nepal. In 1949 when Tilman and I
went to the Langtang and Ganesh Himal it was still a feudal state ruled by the
descendants of the great Jang Bahadur Rana as hereditary prime ministers and
rigorously excluding all W influences. Even visiting viceroys never went beyond the
Terai and the Kathmandu valley. The peasant community was desperately poor, far
poorer than their neighbours in Garhwal, Sikkim and Tibet with the most primitive
agriculture and few beasts of burden, everything was carried on a man's back. In
Kathmandu ~he white community consisted of 5 families, there was no road in, no
airfield, no hotel.

After the revolution of 1950 (purely coincidental) the barriers came down with a
rush and by the mid-'60s Nepal was more accessible to European travellers of all
kinds than Garhwal, Sikkim and Kumaon which were then and for some years
affected by the aftermath of the Sino-Indian war. It is Nepal too that, while
remaining politically stable, has gone through the greatest social and economic
upheavals with W medicine and hygiene bringing about a surging increase in
population and with all manner of engineering and other projects suddenly being
undertaken.

What has been the effect of this upheaval? I have found it surprisingly hard to
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get a clear picture but what is certain is that the Himalayan Club is desperately
concerned at the threat to the environment; they made conservation the main
theme of the celebrations held last year to mark their 50th Anniversary. The main
threat is, inevitably, to the inhabited regions and it is the rapid population growth,
higher in the hills than in the plains, which is the main agent of change. For with
more mouths to feed there follow over-grazing, cultivation on steep unterraced
slopes, clearing of forests for fodder and fuel, all leading in turn to increasing soil
erosion.

It is said that Nepal has lost 50% of its forests in the decade to 1974, that in some
areas the forest edge has been pushed up by 600m in a similar period. At the highel
altitudes there is concern at the felling occasioned by trekkers and large
expeditions, and in the national parks visitors may now be instructed to carry in
whatever fuel they require. As for the other effects of the tourist influx the
complaint is that the money they bring in is no compensation for the damage done
in other ways; the inflation rate in Sola Khumbu is given as 50% per annum.
Inevitably too the traditional way oflife is being disrupted. A number of things are
indeed being done in the attempt to arrest the damage. Sola Khumbu and other
areas have been made national parks; various re-afforestation projects staffed by
volunteers have been initiated; UNESCO has an ambitious international project for
generalized studies of 'The impact of human activities on Mountain Ecosystems'.
A.D. Moddie, the Himalayan Club president, has appealed for help and has
suggested a number of things that could be done, for instance a photo
interpretation study of the Himalayan region using satellite data. My own
instinctive preference would be for a strictly localized and much more detailed
study of a particular area (not in a national pal-k). These problems are not our
immediate concern but we cannot be indifferent to them. I shall come back to this
point later.

But it is time for me to come to our members' doings and the Club itself. As
to climbing activities these have been so many and varied that it is just not possible
for me to give a balanced review of them. All I can do is to give the briefest mention
to a few of the real highlights.

I must surely start by applauding Messner and (our member) Habeler's 1978
ascent of Everest without oxygen. It was indeed a (our de force and as you know
executed with great dash. It was incidentally the final justification for the
persistence of Frank Smythe and Eric Shipton in believing that it could be done. A
highlight of another kind was the melodrama of Chris Bonington and Doug Scott';
ascent of the Ogre in 1977 and more particularly the heroic descent, after Doug had
broken both legs only just below the summit, through 5 days of storm; a really
marvellous story. Two other epic feats of skill and endurance were the ascents of
Jannu by Rab Carrington, Alan Rouse, Brian Hall and Roger Baxter-Jones and of
Kangchenjunga by Doug Scott, Peter Boardman and Joe Tasker. In neither case
were porters taken high on the mountain; the top camps were snow-holes.

Noteworthy in another way were the Club meets of which there have recently
been 3 or 4 each year, some for AC members and aspirants only, others joint affairs
with other clubs. In particular the summer meet at Bosigran with the Climbers'
Club is becoming a regular event, so too is the September meet in the Lake
District. The Club is deeply indebted to George Band for the time and trouble he
has·taken in organizing these events.

Coming now to the Club itself, I am truly ashamed to say that it is only in the
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last 3 years from the vamage point of the pJ-esidency that 1 have come to appreciate
what a tremendous volunteer effort goes into the management of our affairs and
what a great debt we owe to those who bear this burden. I shall have more to say
about this tomorrow evening. Tonight I want to say a word of appreciation of some
of the Club's special activities and achievemellls, not all of them for they are many.

First the Journal. Ted Pyatt has now produced 9 journals for us and his
ediLOrship has covered a period of quite exceptional difficulties when printing costs
have ri en enormously and when the journal has had to contend with increasing
competition from the magazines. Costs have been contained, at some sacrifice in
quality of reproduction, by the use of new technology but this change has inevitably
brought its own problems. He has broadened the range of subject matter and made
a reality of our claim to have an interest in scientific research as well as exploration
and advelllure. It has been a remarkable achievement. But I believe there is a gap in
our organizalion here, for the economics of the AJ are critically dependent on
oLllside sales and it is no part of the Editor's job, or the Treasurer's either, to look
after marketing. My suggestion is that the committee should appoint a business
manager responsible for this aspect of the Journal. This is one of several things we
have given thought to this year but have been unable to carry to completion.

Next the Library. Ten years ago, despite th~ heroic efforts of certain members, it
was little more than a collection of books in a basement room; now with the
advantage of chariu"lble status very substantial sums of money have been raised
from outside sources as well as from our own members and it has been transformed
into a profCssionally staOcd and well-managed concern. Th is year the cataloguing of
the books has been completed, a notable landmark, and considerable effort has
also gone into filling gaps in the collection, widening its scope and acquiring fresh
material for the Archives. The Library is open not only to our own members but
also to the public on payment of a nominal fee; it is being increasingly used by
those planning expeditions, writers and others. The next step is to be the printing of
lhe catalogue, after that the photographs and Archives await classification. This
transformation has not been achieved without very great labour and our thanks
and congratulations are due to Douglas Busk who with his Library Council, the
Hon Librarian, Bob Lawford, and the Librarian, Mrs Johnson, has brought it
about.

A good deal of attention has also been given to the Club's pictures, and on the
occasion of Peter Bicknell's memorable leCllll-e in May 1979 we had an exhibition
arranged by Charles Warren of mountain pictures loaned by his and other
collections. Charles, to whom the Club is indebted for many gifl ,has now agreed to
act :is curator of the Club's pictures and has already been active in this role. You
already know of the H oward Somervell painting of Everest which has been restored
and of which we have successfully published a reproduction. In addition there were
a number of watercolours and pastels showing scenes in Tibet which have been
cleaned and reframed. Recent gifts are to be seen in the ante room and committee
room notably one of Tom Longstaff wearing an Anthony Eden hat and holding an
ice-axe.

Another important activity is the production of the Alpine Guidebooks and in
the last 2 years no less than 5 volumes will have been published, all fully revised and
enlarged, completing the coverage of the Mont Blanc region (now 3 volumes), the
Bernese Oberland and the Western Pennines. The 2 Mont Blanc volumes were
compiled and edited by Lindsay Griffin, the other 3 by Robin Collomb whose firm
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also handles the production and distribution for us; but for several years now the
whole operation has been supervised by Roger Chorley and it is to him that our
main thanks are due. I can remember the time at the beginning of the 60s when the
guidebooks project was very tentatively started. It has succeeded far better than we
could have expected, total sales to date having been some 32,000, about half of
them abroad. In the present year sales will have been about 3500 copies. We should
also remember the work done in the mid-'60s by Ted Wrangham who set the
guidebooks on their present course and established what has been not only a useful
service to mountaineers in various countries but also a profitable venture for the
Club.

Another of our projects is the Mount Everest Foundation. As you will remember
this charitable trust, the creation of which was master-minded by that man to
whom the Club owes so much, Edwin Herbert {Lord Tangleyl, is jointly managed
by the AC and the RGS. The achievements of the MEF over the 24 years of its
operation constitute a success story that we have perhaps insufficiently celebrated. I
think we should acknowledge the work of the Committee of Management under its
Chairman and Vice-chairman, Michael Ward and Douglas Busk, and especially the
part played in its affairs by its secretary David Edmundson, whose death last week
has been such a shock to us.

The Club should realize too that the Foundation, which has in the past played a
mainly passive part in vetting applications for grants from prospective expeditions
and making appropriate grants, is now branching out into a more active role in
preparing the way for British climbers once again to have access to the mountains
of Tibet. This is something that the MEF Committee of Management with its
excellent contacts with the scientific establishment, with Government and with
business is eminently qualified to do. The next move will be for Michael Ward and
Chris Bonington to go to China for discussions with the Chinese early in the new
year.

But having handed the MEF this bouquet may I also point a finger at an
opportunity which I believe to have been missed. For one of the MEF's stated
objectives is research into problems concerning the mountain regions of the earth.
In this field, apart from the work done in high-altitude physiology, the record is
not a distinguished one; so far as I have been able to discover little of note has been
accomp:ished. This naturally leads me to suggest that study of the conservation
problems of the Himalaya, about which I have just spoken, would form an
admirable objective for the MEF to pursue. I believe, indeed that this is a field in
which, once a worthwhile project has been identified, we have the obligation to take
the initiative.

As you already know our celebration last year of the 25th anniversary of the first
ascent of Mount Everest centred on the appeal for funds for the MEF. This activity
has continued into the present year and contributions are indeed still being
received, but this is a good time to take stock and report to you on the outcome.
The most successful project, which produced more than half the total receipts, was
the Bass Charrington lottery; I shall be saying something about that tomorrow
night. The combined gross total from this, from lectures, exhibitions and other
projects and from the general appeal is now just about £100,000; the net
contribution to MEF funds is £89,000 which compares with the Foundation's
capital assets in 1977 of £85,000. So though the response was less than we had
hoped for we have doubled the capital assets. Very many people played a part in
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this operation and it is impossible to thank them all but I must record the parts
played by Michael Westmacott, who was Chairman of the Organizing Committee,
Bill Risoe and John Allen.

The last of these achievements and the one which has given me the greatest
satisfaction is the settlement, by the AC's intervention, of the dipute over Mountain
Training. For I can now report to you that both principal parties have accepted the
I'ecommendations of the tribunal. This has only happened in the last 10 days and
inevitably there are details that remain to be worked out; but the important thing is
that continuing discussions will now take place within the framework proposed by
the tribunal. The Sports Council also has been recommended by its General
Purposes Committee to accept the report and can I think be counted on to do so.

In the past the club has often relished the stories of past disputes between
members and I suppose there may come a time when this one too will be looked at
light-heartedly, but for me it has been too damaging, too long drawn out and has
aroused too strong feelings to be a matter ofjest. I can only be thankful that a new
chapter is now opening. When the AC intervened, a little over 2 years ago, the point
had been reached at which there were 2 training boards both claiming to do the
same job, there was a threat of legal proceedings between them, the argument was
becoming more strident and was being increasingly publicized, the MLTB was
working under difficulties and the BMC's grant from the Sports Council had been
drastically cut. I remind you of these things by way of explaining why the process of
mediation has taken so long; certainly it has proved a most difficult negotiation and
there was one stage when it seemed that we had reached the end of the road. But in
the end it worked out; by the spring of 1978 a truce had been agreed which allowed
a resumption of normal working and by that autumn agreement was reached on the
terms of reference and composition of a Tribunal empowered to investigate and
make proposals for a permanent settlement. The hearings were conducted in
exemplary fashion by the Chairman, our president elect and the admirable report
was released 2 months ago. To the members of the Tribunal we and indeed the
whole mountaineering fraternity in this country owe a very great debt of gratitude.
The other members were George Band and David Cox and, representing the
educational world, Bill Percival the Principal of Charlotte Mason College at
Ambleside. A vital contribution to the early negotiations was made by Michael
Baker. Finally our thanks are also due to the Sports Council whose Chairman and
Director have been unfailingly helpful and which has borne the cost both of the
enqu iry itself and of producing the report.

A dominant theme in the discourses of my predecessors ever since Geoffrey
Young has been the balance between the club's various roles as a social
organization, as the initiator of projects and activities and as a statesmanlike body
with a responsibility to British Mountaineering as a whole. Nor can I avoid this
topic, for the club's intervention in the dispute over Mountain Training has
inevitably brought these matters to the fore.

But I want to approach the question circumspectly by first looking at and
reviewing the changes that have taken place since the war in the organization of
British Mountaineering. For a start it may be worth trying to quantify the increase
in numbers. [n 1945 the 23 clubs which joined to form the BMC claimed to
represent some 7000 climbers; in addition there must have been others unattached
or in smaller clubs. In ·1978 the Countryside Commission estimated the climbing
population as 60,000 rock climbers and 600,000 fell walkers. Both sets of figures
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are, La say the least imprecise, but the conclusion must be that the increase has been
over 10-fold.

Even more significam is the change in the club scene. For the older clubs, those
that founded the BMC, have not grown substamially. We ourselves have nearly
doubled in this time but apart from the merger with the LAC have not grown
significantly in the last 10 years; some other clubs have remained static in numbers,
in certain cases there are explicit or tacit policies of restricting numbers. The new
climbers have, for the most part, gone into newly formed clubs several of them now
being well established and with their own huts, many of them quite small and some
ephemeral, based on a town, a region, or an organization. The clubs affiliated to
the BMC now number over 200 and are estimated to have a total membership of
about 25,000. What one might call the traditional clubs like AC, SMC, Climbers'
Club, YRC, FRCC, Wayfarns and Rucksack Club are said to total about 5000. In
addition there are some in organizations like the Scouts and YHA and the Ramblers
Association and many who have no affiliations at all.

An almost emirely new development is the funding of sport by central
Government and local authorities, and this in turn is complicated by the growth of
national separatism, for thus government's expenditure passes through 4 separate
Sports Councils for England, Scotland, Wales and N Ireland. Similarly there are
separate Mountain Leader Training boards for Scotland and N Ireland (though not
for Wales). BMC's responsibility is in fact for England and Wales; the correspond
ing roles in Scotland and N Ireland being performed by the Mountaineering
Councils of those 2 countries; it does however represent the whole UK at the UIAA.

Before the war Government expenditure on sport was, I believe, trifling; now it

is measured in tens of millions. Expenditure by the Sports Councils on moun
taineering including BMC, Mountaineering Council of Scotland, the Mountain
Leader Training Boards, Plas y Brenin and Glenmore Lodge totals something like t
million pounds; in addition there are of course various mountaineering centres run
by local education authorities. Equally new and significant is financial support from
industry, banking and commerce, generally in the form of sponsorship of
expeditions.

In step with this there has been an enormous increase in the number of
professional climbers. Before the war they could be counted on one's fingers. Now,
including guides, outdoor pursuits instructors, equipment designers and retailers,
writers, lecturers and photographers they are legion. BMC suggests the total could
be several hundreds. Quite a few of them, of course, are numbered among our own
members.

But the greatest change of all is surely in the BMC. During its first few years
despite general goodwill its resources were minimal and its considerable
achievements were the work of volunteers. Now it is a powerful organization with
permanent professional staff, with a budget of some £50,000 and is successfully
carrying out a wide range of activities. For England and Wales it is and has for some
time been the recognized representative body, though not, I must add, the
governing body, of the sport. It is, after all, over 30 years old.

But the BMC has not only grown: it has substantially changed its nature. It
started as an association of British climbing clubs with the object of 'taking
collective action in matters of common concern to all Mountaineering clubs in
Britain'. Following the new constitution of 1967 the pattern is now quite different,
for the AC is the only club directly represented on the governing body, the other
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clubs having nominated representatives only on the local area committees. A
similar pattern is to be found in the council's budget. At the outset it was entirely
funded by small contributions from the clubs. Now it has revenue from various
sources notably as grants from the Sports Council and subscriptions from the clubs
(all clubs) bring in less that 10% of the total. Nowa still further change is in the wind
as the BMC is considering arranging representation for the club-less climbers both
on its area committees and on the Committee of Management.

The constitutional change of 12 years ago has clearly reduced the influence of
the founder clubs on BMC policy. Whether in consequence of this or for other
reasons there has, as it seems to me, been a tendency for them while using its
services to take less interest in BMC's affairs and to turn inwards to their own
problems. This is surely a matter for great regret.

I hope this catalogue of change has not been too wearisome; it seemed to me a
necessary preliminary to a re-examination of the AC's position and policies and the
significance of those 'wider responsibilities'.

It is difficult to generalize about these matters without a good many reservations
and qualifications, but the first point that strikes me is that the British, Scottish and
N Irish Mountaineering Councils being now fully established as the representative
bodies for the sport the general responsibility for the well being of mountaineering
in the UK must rest with them and in particular with the BMC. In the main the AC
is now relieved of this responsibility and is free to concentrate on its other roles. But
not altogether free, for as the events of the last 3 years have shown, circumstances
can still arise in which the AC can perform a useful service in the political arena. In
any case we are still represented on the BMC's governing body.

There remains the question of our relationship with the BMC and with the other
clubs. When the Council was set up 35 years ago there was some uneasiness in the
club which was never very clearly expressed but which Leo Amery (without I think
sharing it himself) explained in the words-'It was feared that ... we might be
creating something which would encroach on the position and prestige of the club
itseJr. The majority of the club emphatically rejected this objection and, while some
climbers may now look only to the BMC and regard the AC as an irrelevance, I
believe that events have proved us right. For the BMC, large and successful as it now
is, shows to my eye no sign of usurping the Alpine Club's position. Over the years
we shall no doubt have differences of opinion and policy, yes and demarcation
disputes too; it is important to recognize the risks. But in essence I regard our
functions as different and largely complementary. Nor do I see the AC's status as
diminished. But if misunderstandings are to be avoided it is of the first importance
for the two bodies to communicate effectively with one another and I am in some
doubt whether the present arrangements are adequate. There is much to be said for
establishing a system of periodic meetings between AC officers and their opposite
numbers in BMC. And since we no longer associate directly with the other senior
clubs through the BMC Committee of Management our direct links with them,
which can be quite informal, are also important.

What role does this then leave for our own club? My predecessors in their
wisdom have characterized any definition of this role as being unnecessary,
self-concious and self-important, but despite this warning it seems to me that some
pointers need to be given. Our continuing task, I suggest, is to strive to live up to
our heritage as the pioneer, the most catholic, most broadly based and most highly
esteemed mountaineering club of all; to remain as it were the Royal Society of the
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mountaineering world. It is that status which has enabled us to intervene in and
resolve the dispute over mountain training. Our ability on future occasions to
undertake wider responsibilities will depend on our success in maintaining this
position.

Meanwhile the club has a major problem confronting it which is now being
studied by a working party under the president elect: the club house. The
inflationary years since the war have been particularly bad times for organizations
like clubs and societies which have no call on government grants or on the support
of industry, especially so if they do not own the freehold of their premises. Many
famous institutions have had to merge with others or have disappeared altogether.
The AC has been singularly fortunate in having a fairly long leasehold the terms of
which were renegotiated in 1956 by the then Hon Secretary, who is none other than
our new President, on very favourable terms, namely at a rent, inclusive of rates, of
£800 pa. Our space is about 4500 sq ft. In addition the growing investment in Fine
Arts has produced a strong demand for gallery space and our gross revenue from
art exhibitions in the gallery is now comparable to our subscription income. In
consequence successive Hon Treasurers have been able to hold down subscrip,rions
to far below the level they would otherwise have reached. London club
subscriptions have gone up over 10-fold since the war, ours only just over 2-fold.

But we cannot go on like this. The end of our lease is only 30 years away and we
cannot conceivably wait until then and renegotiate; already the market rental value
of our premises is many times what we are paying. The Committee's unanimous
decision is that the right policy is for us to start now looking for alternative
arrangements and at the same time to negotiate the sale of the remainder of our
lease. The prospect is not an inviting one for we have in effect been living on capital
and in a style we can no longer afford. But better to face up to it now while the value
of the lease is still substantial than to put off the evil day.

For the moment the problem is in the hands of the Committee and its working
party but the day is coming when difficult decisions will have to be taken and when,
fairly certainly, we shall have to put out hands in our pockets. We have just raised
money for the MEF; soon we may need to do something for the club itself.

Now it only remains for me to thank you most sincerely for the great honour
you did me in electing me to the Presidency. And much as I have appreciated this, I
have enjoyed even more the opportunity of serving the Club and of seeing from this
vantage point its many facets and activities. But though in what I have said tonight I
have emphasized our activities and enterprises in the last analysis the important
thing about the Club is people. John Hunt has called his memoirs Life is Meeting and
a Club like ours with its rich diversity of professions, interests and nationalities,
drawn together by our shared love of mountains, is indeed a wonderful meeting
ground. When I look back at my life I realize how many of my most enduring
friendships have come about through the AC. I cannot escape a feeling of sadness at
the thought of the many climbers who, as we are told, are either outside the Club
world altogether or are merely in small local groups.

Long may the Alpine Club flourish.
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