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time, the size and the light of an Alpine peak under the effect of brilliant 
sunshine.’23

In his obituary, Williams’s appreciation of the beauty of mountain form 
and atmosphere was again remarked upon. His realization of the size of 
the mountains that he painted and ‘the utter absence of tricks in his works’, 
is what most impressed Colin Bent Phillip in 1905, and it is this same 
simplicity that continues to make his work so impressive and enduring.  

Afterword
In Alfred Williams’s paintings there is something precise in the deline-

ation of ridge and peak that denotes the eye of a climber. Perhaps this 
is why his paintings are most admired by other mountaineers and those 
who love mountains. The Alpine Club has four watercolours by Alfred 
Williams in its collection24 and my hope is that this article may reveal the 
whereabouts of other Alfred Williams paintings that perhaps are now in 
the private collections of AC members. With a view to curating an exhibi-
tion, I would be particularly interested to know the location of any of the 
Himalayan paintings that I have so far been unable to trace. Please contact 
me either at the Alpine Club or by email: srp@aber.ac.uk. 
Notes
1. Alfred Walter Williams was from a family of artists sometimes referred to as the Barnes School. He painted 
mainly in oil, and specialised in picturesque landscapes in a style that is quite different to Williams of Salisbury. 
Apart from the name the artists have little in common.
2. See Sligachan Hotel visitors’ book July 1886; May 1887.
3. Winter Exhibition of Pictures of Mountain Scenery, Alpine Club, December 1900. The Royal Academician exhibiting 
in this show was Alfred Parsons RA (1847-1920). Also exhibiting was Colin Bent Phillip RWS (1855-1932).
4. See Catalogue of an Exhibition of Water Colour drawings of Mountain Scenery by the late Alfred Williams, Alpine Club, 

5-23 December 1905.
5. In the Alps, buttresses of the Grandes Jorasses, exh1880 (cat 841); Harta Corrie, Skye, exh 1888 (cat 1336); Glencoe Crags, 
exh 1890 (cat 1264); Snow on the Cuchullins, Isle of Skye, exh 1895 (cat 907)
6. Colin Bent Phillip, ‘Alfred Williams, In Memoriam’, Alpine Journal, Vol. XXII, May 1905, pp457-458.
7. Williams, Frederick S, Our Iron Roads: their History, Construction, and Social Influences (London: Ingram, Cooke & 
Co., 1852 and later).
8. See Rosemary Harris, The Williams Brothers, maltsters at The Maltings, Salisbury, Salisbury Civic Society Quarterly 
Magazine, September 2013, pp4, 12-14. I am very grateful to Rosemary Harris for helping me in my research on the 
life and work of her great grandfather.
9. The occasion was most likely a family holiday but may have been the couple’s honeymoon. The album of photo-
graphs is still in the family’s possession but what became of Alfred’s first wife remains a mystery. 
10. See Claire Engel, A History of Mountaineering in the Alps, (London: Allen and Unwin),1950 (and later), p147. This 
is according to the artist’s great granddaughter Rosemary Harris.
11. Perhaps exhibited RA cat 1336 as Harta Corrie, Skye. Harta Corrie is an easy walk from the Sligachan Hotel.
12. I am very grateful to Elizabeth Norton, great granddaughter of the artist, for sharing with me a photograph that 
she took at a campsite at Plampincieux, near Courmayeur to prove this point, and also for so generously helping me 
with my research into the life and work of Alfred Williams.  
13. See Allen Staley, Christopher Newall et al, Pre-Raphaelite Vision: Truth to Nature (London: Tate Publishing, 2004) 
p149.
14. Colin Bent Phillip, ‘Alfred Williams, In Memoriam’, Alpine Journal, Vol. XXII, May 1905, pp457-458. 
15. Allen Staley, Christopher Newall et al, Pre-Raphaelite Vision: Truth to Nature (London: Tate Publishing, 2004) 
pp138-141,151-153.
16. ‘The Himalayan Exhibition at the Alpine Club’, Alpine Journal, Vol. XXI, February 1903, p327. 
17. Alpine Journal, Vol. XXII, May 1905, p.458. 
18. See exhibition review: ‘The Himalayan Exhibition at the Alpine Club’, Alpine Journal, Vol XXI, February 1903, 
pp326-328.
19. Alpine Journal, Vol XXI, February 1903, p327.
20. Alpine Journal, Vol XXI, February 1903, p327.
21. Alpine Journal, Vol XXI, February 1903, p328.
22. Alpine Journal, Vol XXIII, February 1906, pp58-60. 
23. Alpine Journal, Vol XXIII, February 1906, pp58-60.
24. Grand Jorasses (1879); Alpine Scene (1890); The Eiger from Mettenberg (1885); The Himalayas from Almora (1900). 
Thanks to Peter Mallalieu for this information, and to John Fairley, Keeper of the pictures for allowing me to view 
these works.

DENNIS GRAY
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‘We do not court publicity, but we do know how to use it.’ John Harlin

Today’s climbing lecturers, projecting digital images prepared in 
Keynote or Powerpoint, are far removed from the origins of such 

entertainment. The magic lantern, essentially a box with a light source, 
a concave lens and a glass plate with a painting on it, as developed by 
Christiaan Huygens in the mid 1650s, predated photography by some two 
hundred years; the combination of the vital new art form of photography 
with a well-developed form of entertainment benefitting from bright new 
electric lights was of great public interest.

Mountaineering was no exception, as Peter Berg reveals in Whymper’s 
Scrambles with a Camera, published by the Alpine Club in 2011. Berg’s book 
shows Whymper to have been a determinedly commercial professional 
mountaineer in an age of lofty amateurism, but he was not the first. That 
accolade must go to Albert Smith. An original member of the Alpine Club, 
Smith is disparaged in the foreword to Berg’s book, written by Stephen 
Venables, who dismisses Smith as a flashy entertainer with virtually no 
climbing experience, a charlatan peddling a travesty of the real thing. I am 
afraid I beg to differ, and so did Whymper who in May 1858 at the age of 
18 was inspired after attending Smith’s celebrated lecture about his ascent 
of Mont Blanc.

Given the success of Smith’s show – it ran for six years and 200,000 
people saw it in its first two seasons alone – Smith must have been one of 
the most entertaining climbing lecturers to have graced a stage. It certainly 
made him rich.

The son of a surgeon, he studied medicine in Paris and in 1835, at the 
age of 19, visited Chamonix, attempting to tag along with a party to ascend 
Mont Blanc. With no funds – a regular experience for Smith – he was 
rebuffed, but the seed had been sown. Returning to Britain to practice 
medicine, Smith discovered a talent for entertaining, and he started writing 
pieces for Punch, eventually publishing sketches, plays, novels and even a 
pantomime. This led Smith to a new form of entertainment; he travelled to 
Turkey and Egypt and developed a stage show based on his experiences. Its 
success led him back to his early obsession to climb Mont Blanc, which he 
managed to ascend in August 1851, accompanied by three Oxford under-
graduates and a number of guides.

It was admittedly merely the fortieth ascent, and he did not find it easy, 
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but Smith exploited this experience brilliantly to concoct an entertainment 
The Ascent of Mont Blanc. He hired the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, opening 
in March 1852, and in the first two years he made £17,000, making Smith 
a millionaire in today’s money. Subsequent historians, like Venables, have 
been unkind to Smith. But as a lecturer he was at the cutting edge for his 
era, using dioramas to illustrate the scenery and the climb. 

These were the invention, in 1822, of Louis Daguerre, who in 1839 
would co-develop the dagueurreotype, the first widely used method of 
photography. 

Staged in a specially adapted theatre, each scene was hand-painted on 
linen, which was made transparent in selected areas. Depending on the 
direction and intensity of the lighting, the scene would appear to change. 
The effect was so subtle and finely rendered that both critics and the public 
were astounded, believing they were looking at a natural scene. Mont 
Blanc was the grandest application for this technology.

Smith overlaid his dioramas not just with an account of the climb but 
with songs and jokes. He even employed showgirls from West End thea-
tres to dress up as Alpine maidens who paraded around with a large St 
Bernard. Whymper, writing about the performance forty years later, was 
still in thrall to the experience. ‘Albert Smith invented a new treatment. 
In his hands the whole thing was light-hearted, a piece of sport. He made 
merry over his troubles; jested at the funny persons he met and laughed at 
everything. His entertainment took the world by storm, and became the 
most popular of its kind ever known.’

It may have been mountaineering as music hall, and Smith a Barnum-
type figure – the two were friends and Smith borrowed from Barnum – but 

Albert Smith delivers his Mont Blanc magic lantern show at London’s Egyptian 
Hall in 1852. (Alpine Club Photo Library)

after him everyone knew about the Alps, not just readers of Shelley, and 
this must have been a signal event in the development of alpinism. Thou-
sands were inspired as they heard his description of a sunset seen from the 
Grands Mulets. ‘Absorbed by its brilliancy, I saw far more than the most 
gorgeous vision that opium or hashish could evoke.’

Whymper was the first to produce a popular show about genuine moun-
taineering accomplishment. In his short Alpine career he made some spec-
tacular first ascents, including perhaps the most written about event in 
climbing history, the first ascent in 1865 of the Matterhorn and its tragic 
aftermath. As a talented woodblock engraver, like his father before him, 
Whymper was sent to make a series of Alpine sketches for the publisher 
Longman in the period immediately before books and newspapers began 
reproducing photographs. It was an era of immense public interest in explo-
ration, and Whymper worked with some of the greatest travellers of the 
age. But after that first trip in 1860 he became one of them, striding around 
the Alps bagging peak after peak, always with guides, until the Matterhorn. 
After its terrible outcome he became a nationally known figure aged only 
25 and developed a new career as a writer, lecturer and photographer.

Sir David Brewster had taken the first picture using a pinhole camera 
in 1850. Henry Fox Talbot had produced paper-based calotype negatives 
in 1841, and in 1884 George Eastman developed dry gel on paper or film 
to replace the photographic plate. From that date on, a photographer no 
longer needed to carry boxes of plates and toxic chemicals around. These 
developments took Whymper away from woodblock engraving and he 
became something of a pioneer mountain photographer, helping to perfect 
the dry plate. This interest complemented Whymper’s life as a more sober 
scientific explorer post-Matterhorn.

His lecture tours set the style for many future professionals like Frank 
Smythe and Chris Bonington. For example, in 1897, criss-crossing the UK, 
Frank delivered 23 public lectures in six weeks; he also undertook tours 
in the USA and Switzerland. (Although he was often at odds with other 
members of the Alpine Club over his commercialism and his ability for 
self-promotion, he did on occasion lecture to the AC. One of his talks was 
titled ‘Alpine camping skills’.) By the end of the nineteenth century, devel-
opments such as the half-tone process and mechanical typesetting allowed 
photographically illustrated books to be mass-produced. Whymper, like 
today’s stars, used to autograph and sell books and photographs at his 
talks. Like Smith before him he made a fortune from such activities.

The early Everest expeditions were photographically well covered with 
large format cameras for panoramas and landscapes and, by that era, some 
action shots using smaller pocket cameras. Yet while George Mallory 
and others gave lectures on the expeditions in 1921 and 1922, these were 
not professional entertainments in the same way. The Mount Everest 
Committee didn’t much care for such things. John Noel invested heavily 
in producing a film of the 1924 expedition but his attempts to add colour 
to the final product by having Tibetan lamas dancing on stage caused an 
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international incident. The film was a commercial flop, although thanks 
to the British Film Institute it has recently been successfully reissued and 
widely admired. 

The true inheritor of Whymper’s mantle was Frank Smythe, who 
emerged a few years later to set a career path many others have followed. 
Like several other notable mountaineers he made several false starts in 
developing a career, but was fortunate to come from a wealthy background. 
He originally trained as an electrical engineer, studying in Yorkshire and 
Switzerland, by which time the mountain bug had bitten him. He devel-
oped into a fine Alpine mountaineer, pioneering with Graham Brown the 
two most important new routes by British climbers in the Alps during the 
inter-war period, the Red Sentinel in 1927 and Route Major a year later, both 
on the Brenva Face of Mont Blanc. 

After spells of service in the RAF and working with Kodak he devel-
oped into an outstanding photographer and expedition climber, taking part 
in an international expedition to Kangchenjunga in 1930 and leading a 

Cartoon of a lecture at the Alpine Club, accurate save the absence of anyone 
asleep. (Alpine Club Photo Library)

successful climb of Kamet in 1931 before moving on to Everest in 1933, 
1936, and 1938. He also climbed in the Garhwal and the Canadian Rockies. 
Like Whymper before him, it was said he had a tendency to irascibility 
that some of his contemporaries noted decreased with altitude. As with 
Whymper, and to some extent Bonington, some objected to his unashamed 
self-promotion.

During Smythe’s lifetime, photography developed swiftly and became 
available to a mass market. Leica introduced the 35mm format in 1926, 
and shortly afterwards enlargers appeared for general use. Before this date, 
prints were made by contact and so the print would be exactly the size of 
the print. If you wanted large prints, you needed a large camera. Smythe, 
despite turning his back on his early electrical engineering career, must 
have been helped by this background in understanding these technical 
innovations. In 1935 Kodachrome appeared, and in 1936 Agfacolour. 
(The breakthrough in developing colour film for general use was made by 
two classically trained musicians working at Kodak’s research laboratories, 
Leopold Mannes and Leopold Godowsky, who married George and Ira 
Gershwin’s sister.)

Smythe published 27 books, many of them volumes of his mountain 
photographs. He anticipated later mountain photographers such as Walter 
Poucher and Ben Humble, who also developed a large market for their 
books amongst the general public. Smythe, however, like Whymper before 
him, was a public lecturer, with a professional agent to promote his tours. 
When I started climbing as a boy in 1947, there were still climbers around 
the West Yorkshire area who had attended his lectures. The consensus was 
that these were memorable occasions for the quality of the pictures. The 
recently published biography of Frank Smythe by his son Tony (My Father, 
Frank) is an outstanding work and helps us understand this driven man, 
who died in his late forties of cerebral malaria in 1949.

The successful 1953 Everest expedition members embarked on one of 
the most extensive lecture tours ever undertaken. I attended one of these as 
a 17-year-old, given by Alf Gregory, the expedition’s official photographer, 
and Wilf Noyce. Although the thought of climbing in the Himalaya was 
not on my radar, it was truly inspirational. No mention was made that the 
Swiss had already pioneered the route up to and beyond the South Col 
the year before. But profits from the lectures and the official book of the 
expedition set up the Mount Everest Foundation, an act of serendipity and 
generosity for my, and subsequent, generations.

In 1961 I made my own journey to the Himalaya, and began to give 
lectures to climbing clubs, often free or for little gain. Lecturing then was 
a different game from today’s high tech formats; you turned up clutching 
your box of slides, and hoped the organiser of your talk had arranged a suit-
able projector and screen. My worst experience took place at the Co-oper-
ative Hall in Nottingham, an expedition fund-raising event for that city’s 
climbing club, organised by Doug Scott. Shortly after starting, each of my 
projected slides disappeared in a puff of smoke as soon as they appeared. 
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The volunteer projectionist cried out he was burning his hands. Then the 
ancient projector burst into flames. Without waiting, I vaulted off the stage, 
picked up what was left of my box of transparencies, and exited the hall, 
to be followed by the audience. Shortly afterwards the fire brigade arrived 
and, as the flames had spread, decided that the hall must stay closed. As 
I left the scene some of the audience, standing out on the pavement, were 
buttonholing Doug and demanding their money back.

That experience prompted me to buy my own projector, first an Aldis, 
a straight tray slide model, and in 1966 a Kodak Carousel, which revolu-
tionised the way slide projectors worked. In the winter of 1962 I organ-
ised and promoted my first large public lecture in Derby, where I then 
worked in fine-art printing. This was for Chris Bonington and Ian Clough, 
talking about their first British ascent of the Eigerwand. It was an unquali-
fied success, with a large audience and a successful financial outcome. It 
illustrated particularly to Chris that there was a real demand both among 
the climbing community and the general public. 

From then on, Bonington became a determined professional like 
Whymper and Smythe before him, with a gift for communicating about our 
sport to a wider public, and he developed into the nationally known figure 
he remains today. Within a few years Chris was able to fill big venues, as 
I discovered shortly after returning from Gauri Sankar in 1964. One of the 
staples for professional lecturers was a series of talks each winter organised 
around the country by public libraries and I was invited to Preston to give 
one about our recent climb.

I was rather pleased with myself when the librarian kept phoning saying 
he’d moved me to a bigger venue. Finally, he booked the Guildhall, seating 
2000. I was even more impressed when I arrived in Preston to find a pre-
talk reception committee headed by the mayor. Alas it transpired the 
lecture had originally been booked for Chris Bonington, and publicity for 
the event had gone out with his name as the speaker. Due to a mix-up with 
his schedule he was unable to appear and so I was his replacement.

As a climbing lecturer I quickly learnt you had to gauge your audience; 
you couldn’t use the same patter at the English Speaking Union as you 
could at a local climbing club. Jargon and expletives were a no-no, even for 
some climbers. The secretary of a club in Liverpool phoned me ahead of a 
lecture to warn me I was not to include any smut in my talk. ‘Our members 
do not like smut.’ Was I getting a reputation as a ‘blue’ speaker?

At the British Mountaineering Council, I conceived the idea of a 
National Mountaineering Conference, partly as a fund-raiser. There was 
no money in the coffers to buy essential office and other equipment. The 
first event was held in 1974 and then every two years until I left, by which 
time we’d held eight of these jamborees in Buxton’s Opera House. They 
were immediately successful, with Kurt Diemberger and Cesare Maestri as 
the leading overseas speakers. The names of some of those who appeared at 
Buxton were among the most important in the history of our sport: Anderl 
Heckmair, Walter Bonatti, Warren Harding, Don Whillans, Bill Tilman, 

John Gill, Catherine Destivelle, Tom Frost, Reinhold Messner, Jeff Lowe 
and many others.

Over many years of organising lectures two stand out and both included 
impressive survival stories. The first was by Ivan Waller about his life, and 
included a story about testing a Blackburn experimental flying boat over 
the River Clyde during the war. 
The engines failed and he and 
the four other crew members 
bailed out. Ivan’s parachute 
caught on the tail of the aircraft 
dragging him down into the icy 
waters. Somehow he managed 
to crawl along the fuselage as 
it sank, and with a pocket knife 
cut himself free. He was in the 
freezing water for so long before 
he was rescued that the doctor 
who treated him believed his 
survival to be a miracle. He 
was the only member of the 
crew to survive. The four others 
drowned. His description of 
this escape had the audience on 
the edge of their seats, myself 
included. Perhaps his previous 
mountaineering experiences 
helped him survive.

The other memorable lecture 
was by Tony Barley and 
included another survival story. 
Tony was pioneering a new 
route on the steep 2000ft wall 
of Mount Superior in the Hex River Mountains of South Africa. He had 
led a little over halfway up when a ledge he was standing on collapsed 
and he fell over 200ft, suffering severe head injuries including a fractured 
skull. Unconscious, his partner somehow lowered him over a long period 
of time and then with the help of some other climbers in the area managed 
to summon a helicopter, which flew him to the Groote Schuur hospital 
in Cape Town, famous as the site of the world’s first heart transplant. 
Surgeons managed to trepan his skull and save his life. Just. Again, the 
telling of this epic held the audience spellbound. Such stories are the talks 
the general public most enjoy.

In the 1960s some of the most talented photographers to have recorded 
the progress and actuality of our sport emerged: John Cleare, Leo Dick-
inson and Ken Wilson, the first two branching out into film and Ken into 
magazine and book publishing. Another type of lecture with wider appeal 

George Mallory on a lecture tour of the USA in 
early 1923. While British lectures were sold out, 
Mallory received a lukewarm public response in 
America. (Alpine Club Photo Library)
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also emerged: the multimedia presentation. Originally developed in the 
USA, I remember the audience standing and cheering at the end of John 
Beatty’s Touch the Earth performance at a Buxton conference in the 1970s. 
The use of dual projectors, sound and music was something few had then 
experienced.

John was not the first to produce such a presentation in the UK climbing 
world. As far as I know that accolade goes to Dennis Kemp, a profes-
sional photographer who worked for Kodak, and died tragically at Arapiles 
in Australia when a belay failed. He was a member of an expedition to 
Minapin in 1958, and once Carousel projectors had been developed in the 
1960s put together a multimedia show about that expedition and some 
other subsequent climbs. There is a record of him giving such a perform-
ance at a Newcastle college around this date, in his role as a member of 
Kodak’s educational unit.

The 1970s and 1980s saw big audiences for famous stars like Chris 
Bonington and Doug Scott. But the days of lecturing with transparencies 
and slide projectors have long been overtaken by the digital revolution. The 
box of slides is no more.

Traditional lecturers are still around: Stephen Venables, Doug Scott, 
Rebecca Stephens, Chris Bonington et al. But there is a new kid on the 
block, a new style of patter merchant, owing more to the digital revolu-
tion and stand-up comedy than stiff upper lip British understatement. The 
two best proponents I’ve seen in action are Niall Grimes, who is really a 
climber’s lecturer, and Andy Kirkpatrick who has a wider appeal, espe-
cially to younger audiences. A reviewer of one of his lectures observed: ‘He 
turned tales of near-death into philosophical and comic scenarios worthy 
of Samuel Beckett or Monty Python.’ I can’t imagine a reviewer writing 
that about any climbing lecturer of a previous generation.

Maybe climbing lecturing has always been a part of show business? You 
need to perform to do it well and to win the audience’s approval. It’s inter-
esting that most of those who are good at climbing lecturing are not good 
at after-dinner speaking. That requires an entirely different skill, one that 
seems to be in short supply at present. Even so, lecturing about our sport 
appears as popular as ever. What began life as an eccentric theatre show 
by Albert Smith is now practised in every country where rock climbing and 
mountaineering are popular. However photography develops in the future, 
climbing lecturing will continue to be in demand for quite some time to 
come.


