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MICK FOWLER

President’s Valedictory Address

Read before the Alpine Club on 4 December 2013

I was introduced to mountaineering by my father, George. He was 
widowed when I was three and had a superficial interest in mountain-

eering before I was born with a highlight being failing to reach the Bertol 
hut by going up the wrong valley and spending a night bivouacking in the 
rain. As far as I know his only summit from those early days was the Alla-
linhorn which he employed a guide to take him and my mother up in 1947 
on their honeymoon. 

The seed of enthusiasm must have been sewn and by the time I was 13 he 
decided that the time had come to do something about it. That something 
was to book us both on a two-week mountaineering course in Austria run 
by the AAC. I remember that I was under the minimum age requirement 
but somehow he persuaded them to take me. We were not well off and I 
realise now that the trip must have been a huge expense for him. 

After the course he decided that we would start to take annual trips to 
the Alps. We would go out by train from London and spend three weeks 
each year climbing routes up to about PD standard. Because we climbed 
from hut to hut and took all our equipment with us we had to leave home 
travelling light. I still vividly recall the embarrassment I felt leaving our 
suburban home dressed in climbing breeches and boots and hoping against 
hope that we would not bump into any of my school friends.

After a few years of these trips I rebelled as older teenagers do. Then, 
when I was 18 or so, I developed a liking for rock climbing and by the 
age of 20, in 1976, felt the urge to return to the Alps with friends that I 
had met climbing at the southern sandstone outcrops. One of these friends 
was Mike Morrison who I have just spent four weeks with in the Indian 
Himalaya. I spent two months in Chamonix in 1976 and 1977 doing classic 
routes with Mike and others on a shoestring budget. 

Returning home in 1977 I ended up back at George’s house in London. 
He was clearly becoming concerned at his son’s focus on climbing as 
opposed to a career and thrust various job advertisements under my nose. 
The tax office paid the most, they proved appropriately flexible and I have 
been working there full-time for 36 years.

In 1979 I joined the AC, well the ACG actually, and in 1980 I climbed 
the North Face of The Eiger with Mike Morrison. That was the last climb 
that I had on my early alpine tick list and I started to look further afield. 

It was through meeting Al Rouse at an ACG event that I ended up 
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climbing in Peru in 1982. It was my first time flying and my first time 
outside Europe. Chris Watts and I had a great time climbing a route on 
Taulliraju but just as important for me was the eye-opening insight into a 
completely different culture from that which I was used to in my suburban 
UK existence. 

It was perhaps inevitable that a trip to the Himalaya would follow and in 
1984 I visited Pakistan on a trip led by Victor Saunders. There were seven 
of us on the trip and we tried to climb a (then) unclimbed mountain called 
Bojohagur Duonasir which apparently means ‘boldly go where only the 
Devil’s horse may go.’ It would seem we were not the Devil’s horses and 
the end result was a dismal failure accompanied by a remarkable number 
of mishaps, including a dropped boot, a cracked vertebra, lost food dumps 
and a broken abseil sling. To add insult to injury a Japanese walking club 
team joined our line from the far side of the mountain and walked very 
efficiently to the summit, albeit using a reported 5000m of fixed rope. If 
this latter point was true it was quite an achievement on a 7300m peak. 
On returning to Britain I wrote an article about the trip and then received a 
letter from a Club member which basically told me that we were an embar-
rassment to British climbing. 

I wondered whether I would ever return to the Himalaya but three years 
later Victor persuaded me back to Pakistan. This time we tried a more 
technical line on Spantik (7027m) which turned out to be much more to 
our liking. I experienced for the first time the addictive and enduring sense 
of retrospective pleasure that goes with Himalayan success. I knew then 
that I was hooked.

Since then, for over 25 years now, I have climbed in the greater ranges 
at least every other year and have been lucky enough to enjoy successes 
with a wide variety of talented mountaineers: Taweche with Pat Littlejohn, 
Mugu Chuli with Dave Turnbull, Mount Kennedy with Andy Cave, Kaja-
qiao with Chris Watts, Cerro Kishtwar, Changabang, Arwa Tower with 
Steve Sustad and, over the last 10 years or so Manamcho, Siguniang, Shiva 
and just six weeks ago Kishtwar Kailash with Paul Ramsden. But sadly 
amongst all the pleasures there will always be the memory of Brendan 
Murphy being swept away by an avalanche on Changabang.

Throughout all of this I have never really viewed myself as being a clubby 
kind of person. I am not a paid-up member of any other club, I never stay 
in huts and thus far I have never been on any climbing meets. So how, you 
might well ask did I end up joining the AC and becoming President.

Well, the reason is that I viewed the AC as being different from any 
other club. I joined because it appeared to me to be a vibrant focal point of 
British mountaineering and it looked to offer the kind of motivational envi-
ronment that I craved for. And I must admit that I joined too because I was 
vaguely aware of links between the AC and the MEF and felt joining might 
enhance my chances of grant support. As that was 34 years ago it would 
seem that what I found has been to my satisfaction. It has been a privilege 
to serve first as Vice President and then as President.

The last three years has been an incredibly busy time as I have sought to 
balance a full-time job with family responsibilities whilst at the same time 
doing my best to carry out the intentions that I set out to the AGM in 2010, 
namely to ensure the future health of the Club by increasing the member-
ship and particularly bringing in more young members.

I think the six action points that resulted from the 2012 survey remain 
the key challenges for the Club and I would like to give you a summary of 
what we have done and, based on my experience over the last 3 years, what 
I think we should be aiming to do in the years ahead.

1. Actively seek to increase membership and specifically consider ways to make 
the Club more attractive to young mountaineers and leading mountaineers. 
Specifically reach out to members across the country, particularly in Scotland 
and work further on ensuring that the club is not perceived as old-fashioned.

As I have already mentioned the AC’s lecture programme has been 
extended and now includes Edinburgh and the Lake District in addition to 
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our long standing venues of London, Bristol and the Peak District. Giving 
a lecture for the Club is a condition of receiving a Climbing Fund grant so 
we have significantly more lecturers available than used to be the case. I 
see arranging face to face gatherings of mountaineers as being a key aim of 
the Club and the arrangements with the Climbing Fund and lecturers look 
to be a win-win situation all round. It seems pretty obvious to me that we 
should continue pushing both the Climbing Fund grants and the lecture 
programme.

To tackle the perception that the Club is old-fashioned we have taken 
steps to be more professional about our communication strategy. Laetitia 
Sterling has been appointed as Communications Officer and efforts have 
been made to increase our profile on social media sites. Our Twitter pres-
ence has been a notable success. When I last checked earlier this month 
the AC had about 25,000 followers, compared to 15,000 for the BMC and 
3000 for the Climbers’ Club. Our website front page was improved a couple 
of years ago and plans are afoot to make further improvements both to the 
appearance and functionality of the site. A bright, attractive and up to date 
website sends a positive signal and is something I consider very important.

It would be great if we could somehow persuade younger members to 
get involved with the running of the Club. But that’s a lot easier said than 
done. Your Committee has discussed this on a number of occasions over 
the last three years but has found it difficult to overcome the fact that the 
posts are unpaid and most of those prepared to take them on are either 
retired or have risen to senior positions which give them a degree of flex-
ibility. And most of the people in these categories tend to have quite a lot 
of grey hair. Part of the answer must be to employ more administrative 
resource but I think too that we should be bolder about spending some of 
our not insignificant reserves on specific projects. 

As to making the Club more attractive (to young, active mountaineers in 
particular) I think awareness of the Alpine Climbing Fund is crucial. Over 
the last year we have raised awareness via an article in Climb magazine, 
flyers at lectures and a programme of emails to non-members applying for 
Mount Everest Foundation grants and the annual Nick Estcourt Award. 
Most of these non-members immediately join when made aware that the 
Club is an active supporter of expeditions like theirs. Even now though 
there seem to be many young mountaineers who are unaware of the Fund. 
We have found the money to invest in mountaineering in this way and 
somehow we need to spread awareness further to maximise the take up.

 
2. Maximise membership benefits and opportunities for networking. In 

particular bottom out the mountaineering insurance issue, be more proactive 
in giving advice to those undertaking self-mounted expeditions and increase 
awareness of resources such as digital maps and climbs databases.

Firstly, all ideas for improving membership benefits are very welcome. 
Do keep them coming. This year we have maintained a very full meets 

programme, arranged a very successful Symposium and extended the 
lecture programme. Insurance issues are moving forward slowly and meet-
ings have been held with the insurance broker that arranges insurance for 
the British Mountain Guides. The aim is to arrange very basic rescue/repa-
triation cover with further cover as necessary on an itemised basis. As part 
of the process we recently sought claims information via Alpinet and we 
are now waiting to see the best set of premiums that the broker can secure. 
Keep your fingers crossed on this one. 

In the meantime the various insurance options available to members 
are detailed in the Expedition Information Centre document publication 
of which has been held up for computing reasons but which will shortly be 
available on our website. 

Modern technology allows easier communication from remote ranges 
and, thanks to a generous gesture by our member James Bingham, the Club 
has recently acquired two GPS spot trackers. These are available on loan 
on a first come, first served basis and will shortly be joined by a satellite 
telephone which will be available on the same basis. There is now a range 
of expensive high tech devices that mountaineers are reluctant to buy for 
one-off trips and I see building up a stock of these for loan as an obvious 
service that the Club can provide. Again it means finding the resource to 
review the market and oversee the loan arrangements.

At this point I would like to say something about administration and the 
organisation of the Club and Committee. Three years ago we restructured 
the Committee and moved away from a model of communal responsibility 
to one where specific officers are responsible for specific issues. I felt this 
created a more efficient structure, but increasing membership numbers and 
more demands from the main Committee have created a heavy workload 
on the Club’s administrative resources such that they are now stretched 
beyond capacity. The pressure on the Honorary Secretary position, in 
particular has become difficult to sustain. John Town, in his resignation 
email, (John is standing down on 31st March) cited ‘unrelenting pressure’ 
as one of the reasons he did not want to continue in the post. 

A structure involving more remunerated assistance is likely to be agreed 
in the near future but the workload shouldered by the key Committee 
members looks likely to remain an issue that is difficult to resolve. I will 
give some statistics later but the general picture shows no sign of a let-up 
in strongly growing membership numbers. The more members we have 
the greater the subscription income, the healthier the Club and the greater 
the need for good, efficient administration. I can offer no easy solution 
but as a growing Club with significant liquid assets we need to make sure 
we manage ourselves in a professional way and this is an issue which I 
think calls for close scrutiny going forward. It is not going to be solved 
completely by employing limited extra resource in the office.

An initiative that I am really pleased about is the Expedition Information 
Centre which will shortly be available on our website. This is a document 
which contains just about every bit of information that anyone visiting any 
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of the greater ranges might ever want to know. The intention is that it will 
be a living document updated by users. It fits well with the spirit of the 
Climbing Fund and I would like to see it built up to become a flagship 
document recognised as offering the best possible all-round advice for any 
mountaineer intending to arrange a trip to the greater ranges.

I have often said that I see arranging events where mountaineers can 
share experiences face to face as an essential service to the mountain-
eering community and something that should be a key aim of the Club. 
Continuing with the annual symposia and organising further events such 
as the ‘Evening with the Alpine Club’ that was arranged at the Keswick 
Mountain Festival look to be very much the way to go and I hope we will 
continue to dig deep so that we can carry on with such events.

3. Review and agree plans to improve the accommodation at Charlotte Road 
so that it is of maximum benefit to the membership.

A sub-committee was set up under Roger James and much time and 
effort has been spent looking at the feasibility and cost of various options. 
The subject was debated at the AGM and the Committee will be now be 
considering the way forward in light of the opinions expressed at the AGM 
and by old and new Committee members. 

All I will say on that subject now is that I think the Committee has to 
be decisive on such issues and not allow them to fester. The last thing that 
I would want is for issues to cause deep rifts and dominate Committee 
discussion over a lengthy period to the detriment of other important issues. 

The Club does have a bit of a history of re-inventing the wheel and we 
really do need to try and avoid that in the future.

4. Set up a sub-committee and make recommendations about the Club’s 
future policy on guidebooks.

Matters have moved rather slowly here. A sub-committee has been set 
up under the chairmanship of Craig Cook but this is an area that will have 
to be taken forward further next year. 

And it is an area where close consideration must be given to our future 
policy. It is all very nice for members to indicate that they very much like 
the AC producing guidebooks but the days when the AC produced just 
about the only English written guidebooks to the Alps are now long gone. 
Even British rock climbing clubs which have, in relative terms, a closed 
market are finding that sales are significantly down and it is increasingly 
difficult to make a financial case for publishing comprehensive guidebooks. 

Personally I hope that the AC will be able to find a way forward through 
selected routes guides and bespoke publications such as big format books 
which provide ideal showpieces for the Club and the remarkable photo-
graphs in our archives and those taken by many of our members.

Whatever we publish, though, we must introduce a procedure whereby 

publications are approached in a more structured manner with a business 
case being prepared and approved for every publication. If we are going to 
invest in a publication that might cost the club money we at least need a 
structured assessment of the likely cost.

5. Maximise opportunities to show and conserve the Club’s collections and 
make all reasonable efforts to secure Lottery funds to help with costs.

This year was the 60th anniversary of the first ascent of Everest so it is 
perhaps unsurprising that there has been a focus on displaying items linked 
to Everest this year.

The Queen and Prince Philip (not to mention 500 or so others) viewed 
items from the AC collections at an RGS event in May and a compre-
hensive display of material from nine Everest exhibitions was wonder-
fully displayed at Charlotte Road in June, in the Outside Café in the Peak 
District in November and is now here in Buxton. 

Away from Everest memorabilia, Frank Tucket’s collection (Tucket 
was a contemporary of Whymper and a former Vice President) along with 
exhibits from the AC archives attracted over 600 visitors to the Frenchay 
Village Museum (near Bristol) between January and March. And in a 
similar vein Peter Berg has continued to wow audiences with his modern 
presentation of Edward Whymper’s Scrambles in the Alps lantern slide show, 
all proceeds of which have been generously gifted to the Club. All this is of 
course is in addition to the regular exhibitions of paintings that continue in 
the Charlotte Road lecture theatre. 

The rich heritage of the Club helps to build its current standing. Looking 
forward, plans are being hatched for a major showing of AC collection 
items in the UK, Chamonix and Zermatt in 2015 which is the 150th anni-
versary year of major first ascents such as the Matterhorn and Brenva Spur. 

On a less positive note, extra restrictions imposed by the Heritage Lottery 
Fund led to a decision to call a halt to efforts to secure Lottery funding to 
restore and digitise our photographic collection. This was a major blow 
after a tremendous amount of work had been put in. Further options are 
currently being considered but whatever the outcome we clearly need to 
make sure that our valuable collections are maintained in good condition 
and made available as widely as possible. 

6. Consider how best to make the Alpine Club a louder voice in influencing 
events in the mountaineering community and on mountain ethical issues.

Here a more structured programme of attendance at important moun-
taineering events has been introduced with AC representation at events 
such as the UIAA General Assembly, the EU Mountaineering Forum and 
the Piolet d’Or steering group. Also, the Club has lent support to various 
initiatives aimed at protecting the alpine environment, including the 
UIAA’s ‘Preservation of natural rock for adventure climbing’ policy docu-
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ment. Representation is sometimes not cheap and I think this is an area 
that needs to be monitored closely going forwards. 

Achievements 
Three years ago I said that I wanted to increase membership numbers 

and particularly the number of young members. The latest statistics show:

• There are now over 1500 members, which is 20% more than 3 years 
ago.

• c25% of current members have joined in the last 3 years.
• Most pleasingly we have over four times as many members under the 

age of 30 as we had 3 years ago.
• About 8% of our members are now under the age of 30 (compared to 

about 3% under 30 in a certain major British rock climbing club).
• After a tightening up of subscriptions collection the number of paid-up 

members is now 35% higher than it was 3 years ago.

The above is of course just a brief summary of what has been achieved 
by the combined efforts of a large number of people. When I look back 
over the last three years I am proud that so much has been achieved by 
the remarkable people who work tirelessly for this Club on a completely 
voluntary basis. 

On that note I would like to thank those Committee members who have 
moved on during the year or whose terms end at the end of 2103: Andy Cave, 
Jamie Goodhart, Steve Goodwin, Pete Holden, Anna Seale and Stuart 
Worsfold. For 2014 I would like to welcome to the Committee Lindsay 
Griffin as your new President, Amanda Beddows, Charles Burbridge, 
Susan Jensen, Kimball Morrison, Bernard Newman, Victor Saunders and 
Jonathan White. And I would like to extend a special personal thank-you 
to John Town who I was lucky enough to have as Honorary Secretary 
throughout the duration of my presidency. John has served a very full three 
years and achieved a tremendous amount during his tenure. He intends to 
stand down on 31st March and will be a very difficult act to follow.

And of course I too have served three years and will be handing over to 
Lindsay Griffin. Not only is Lindsay a popular figure and all-round good 
chap, he also knows more about mountaineering and has more influen-
tial mountaineering contacts than just about anyone else in the mountain 
world. 

I hand over having no doubt that the leadership of the Club will be in 
safe hands.

The 2014 Piolets d’Or

At the 22nd Piolets d’Or, held at the end of March in Chamonix and 
Courmayeur, a six-person jury selected two very different ascents to repre-
sent the spirit of modern mountaineering and the various aspects of the 
ethical charter that forms the basis of these awards. Prior to the event the 
technical committee had provided over 70 significant ascents from 2013 
that more or less met the Piolets d’Or criteria. The committee and the jury 
then spent many days choosing the most representative, finally deciding to 
make five nominations and one Special Mention. 

The nominated climbs were: the first ascent of Kungyang Chhish East 
(7400m), formerly one of the highest virgin summits in Pakistan, climbed 
via the 2700m south-west face by Simon Anthamatten (Switzerland), Hans-
jorg and Matthias Auer (Austria); the first ascent of K6 West (7040m), 
also in Pakistan, by Canadians Raphael Slawinski and Ian Welsted, via 
the north-west face and west ridge, a 2700m rise from base camp; the first 
ascent of the 2000m north face and descent of the west face of Talung 
(7349m), a summit situated in Nepal immediately south of Kangchen-
junga, by Czechs Marek Holecek and Zdenek Hruby (the latter sadly killed 
on Gasherbrum I a few months later); a new route on the 2700m south face 
of Annapurna (8091m) by the ‘Swiss Machine’ Ueli Steck; and the first 
ascent of the north-east buttress and north ridge of Mt. Laurens (3052m) 
in Alaska by Mark Allen (USA) and Graham Zimmerman (New Zealand/

2014 Piolet d’Or winners (l-r) Ueli Steck, Ian Welsted and Raphael Slawinski on 
stage in Courmayeur with their 2014 awards (Pascal Tournaire)


