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The Story of  Everest National Park. At that time, the book was only available 
within New Zealand, but the letter offered further copies to the MEF at a 
very favourable rate, with profits to go to the Foundation if  I would act as 
their UK agent. After discussion with the C of  M, it was agreed I should 
investigate further and, if  a viable proposition, I should import one hundred 
copies to sell for a figure that would ensure a reasonable profit for the MEF.

Although possibly outside my terms of  reference, this was the first of  a 
number of  minor fund-raising schemes in which I was involved, with the 
three-fold aim of  raising the profile of  the MEF, celebrating outstanding 
expeditions and educating those who might want to go on future trips.  
In the early 1990s it was agreed that the MEF should initiate a series of   
annual lecture evenings. Although the first of  these was originally intended 
to take place at the RGS, due to confusion over costs it was held in the  
Alpine Club in January 1992, and titled ‘Mountain Expeditions of  1991’, 
with the leaders of  four very different trips talking about their achievements.

To avoid becoming too much of  a drain on resources, for future events 
– held at various universities, Newcastle (1993), Sheffield (1994), Glasgow 
(1995), Bath (1996) and Manchester (2007) – I managed to raise some 
sponsorship. I had started work on a similar evening to be held at Oxford 
Brookes in January 1998, but had to hand over to other committee members 
when I went into hospital for my spinal operation in May 1997 and was  
still recovering in January, so could not even attend as a guest. In 2000, 
these events were to some extent replaced by a regular slot at the Kendal 
Mountain Film Festival.

In 1994, its 50th anniversary, each place setting at the annual dinner of  
the British Mountaineering Council included a specially engraved (but fully 
functional) souvenir karabiner. With the 50th anniversary of  the first ascent 
of  Everest looming, it occurred to me that if  suitable terms could be agreed 
a similar karabiner could be sold to raise funds for the MEF: once more the 
C of  M agreed. The inscription was ‘1953 – EVEREST – 2003’ and until all 
one hundred were sold, I could be seen wearing a ‘necklace’ of  karabiners 
whenever I attended mountain events like the Kendal festival.

After several years of  negotiations, in November 2008 a settlement was 
finally reached regarding the photographs taken on Everest expeditions  
between 1921 and 1953. As part of  the compensation for allowing the RGS 
to retain ownership of  the photographs in perpetuity, it was agreed that the 
MEF would receive free use of  the Ondaatje Theatre for one evening a year. 
This allowed the MEF to institute an annual fund-raising evening, which 
it has done ever since, sometimes linking up with other bodies, like the  
Himalayan Trust UK in 2013.

While I have thoroughly enjoyed my work for the MEF, I’m flattered to 
say that my efforts have not gone unnoticed. In 1999 I was granted honorary 
fellowship of  the Royal Geographical Society and following nomination 
by the BMC, in 2002 I received a Torch Trophy Trust Award, which was 
presented by Princess Alexandra at a ceremony held in The Queen’s Club.  
A few years later I was elected to honorary membership of  the Alpine Club.
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Since its inception in the aftermath of  Everest 1953, the Mount Everest 
Foundation has granted well over £1m to expeditions exploring and 

pushing the boundaries in virtually every mountain region on Earth. Key 
first ascents supported include new routes on Everest, Kangchenjunga, 
Annapurna, Shishapangma, Changabang, Nanga Parbat, Xuelian and  
the Ogre as well as many lightweight trips that have pushed forward the 
boundaries of  modern mountaineering. Over 1,600 expeditions have  
benefited and many would not have happened without MEF support.

But it is always good for an organisation to occasionally take a look at 
itself  and ask if  it’s doing as well as it could. Last year, when the MEF 
Committee of  Management pondered this question, it appeared as though 
the answer might well be: ‘not quite.’ For one thing the number of  grant  
applications was down on where it was at the start of  the millennium;  
in particular we were seeing fewer applications from younger teams and 
first-time applicants. At the same time the MEF fund was growing and as 
a charity we needed to ask whether we were doing enough to get funding 
where it was needed. And then there were a number of  governance ques-
tions around whether we were following best practice. So with all this in 
mind we did what any committee worth its salt would do and launched a 
review. And having been banging on about all this for some time I got the 
pleasure of  co-ordinating it and along with some willing colleagues, pulled 
together everyone’s views into some recommendations.

Importantly, the MEF committed to consider everything and anything; 
this gave us the licence to ask some challenging questions. Sometimes 
you need to play devil’s advocate. One deliberately challenging question  
posed was: ‘Does the MEF matter anymore?’ It was revealing to see just 
how passionate responses were. On one hand we could point to the decline 
in application numbers and, most importantly, a general feeling among  
members of  the committee that many expeditions would have happened 
with or without MEF support; at the same time policy limited what we 
could do for really ambitious trips. On the other hand we can always point 
to genuinely innovative and exploratory trips still happening today that  
epitomise what the MEF is all about.

So in asking questions like this we were trying to focus on what difference 
the MEF should be making in the future. We agreed we want to see MEF 
funding making the difference between expeditions going and not going, 
and helping climbers and scientists think about ambitious trips to places that 
they couldn’t otherwise afford. And so the key review question to us was 
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how we might adapt the grant system to deliver this? At the same time we 
wanted to address some parallel issues:

• Is the MEF well governed? Do we follow best practice?
•  Are the objectives of  the organisation appropriate for today? Here’s  

a little known fact: the charitable objectives of  the Mount Everest  
Foundation don’t actually include the word ‘mountaineering’ but focus 
on exploration and science in mountain regions.

•  Do enough people know about the MEF and the grants we offer?  
And do these grants feel accessible? Are they perceived as elitist? With 
fewer applications from younger teams this seemed a valid concern.

•  In any case, can we make the grant information and application process 
more transparent and easy to use?

Focussing on the task, we could see our review was really about two things. 
First, the business of  simply making sure how the MEF is managed keeps 
up with best practice and second, and more interestingly, ensuring the 
MEF continues to make a difference by enabling exciting, cutting edge and  
exploratory trips to happen when they would not otherwise have done so.  
I could fill pages with a blow-by-blow account of  the review process and  
all the debates that underpinned it. But time is short, so let’s skip that  
and see what we came up with.

Our work and recommendations were grouped into three areas: gov-
ernance, publicity and grant policy. Taking governance first and quickly:  
we decided we couldn’t see any need for a wholesale rewrite of  the consti-
tution or objectives. We recognised just how widely ‘exploration’ could be 
interpreted (i.e. not just in terms of  geography) and also that we could and 
should be doing more to support science in the mountains. Particularly 
when it has positive repercussions for mountaineers. We recommended 
tweaking the committee membership to add the treasurer and honorary  
secretary as full members and looking at trustee retirement to maintain  
institutional memory. That was about it.

Onto the meaty stuff: we wanted to see a radical change in the way that 
the application process worked and the outcome in terms of  what the 
grants made possible. The main change we recommended was that appli-
cants be invited to request a grant amount and then be asked to justify 
this on the basis of  need and fit with MEF objectives. And while total 
grants given in a year clearly need to be within limits of  affordability, and 
applicants may well not get all they ask for, this opens the way for trips to 
expensive destinations to ask for significant sums. It also means that teams 
with very limited funding of  their own can apply for a higher percentage of  
the expedition costs.

Alongside this we recommended expeditions be able to apply up to two 
years in advance and this new approach to be backed up by investment 
in much wider publicity and a more accessible application process. This 
will result in a new website and more MEF activity on social media and 

The iconic image of Ian Clough jumaring on the south face of Annapurna in 1970. 
The Mount Everest Foundation underwrote the expedition, covering expenses 
and in return receiving expedition income from book and film rights and the 
immediate post-expedition lectures, which all members of the team took part in, 
receiving a modest fee. Bonington was paid a fee for writing the book and had 
a budget for paying team members who contributed. The deal was brokered by 
Bonington’s well-connected agent George Greenfield, through his contact with 
Douglas Busk, at the time chair of the MEF. The expedition made a reasonable 
profit for the MEF. (Chris Bonington Picture Library)
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at events. We want to target student and scientific groups in particular and 
make sure MEF support feels accessible to them. As well as direct publicity 
we also recommended that the MEF be more proactive in supporting events 
that disseminate information to potential expeditions and raise awareness 
of  objectives and best practice: things like the BMC expedition seminars or 
AC symposia.

What does this new approach to grants mean in practice? I’ll give two  
hypothetical examples, neither of  which could happen under the old system.

A team of  four really keen young climbers, who spend most of  their time 
climbing and so don’t have huge incomes, have spotted a great new line on 
an unclimbed 6,500m peak in Sikkim. The trip is genuinely exploratory and 
a long way from the road. They have done their best to minimise the budget 
but the cost of  permits, porters and so on are still pretty high and so when 
the team add up the budget it looks unaffordable. At best they can manage 
about a third of  the cost through their own funds and other likely grants 
(e.g. BMC) but this still leaves over £10,000 to find. In the past the team may 
simply have concluded that the trip was not on and opted instead for a good  
Alpine season. But under the proposed MEF system they can apply for this  
full amount on the basis of  need, because the expedition couldn’t go with-
out it, and the fit with MEF objectives, being a highly exploratory trip in 
both geographical and personal terms.

In the second example, a team are looking at a world-class objective in 
a remote and hard-to-reach location. The trip might combine exploratory  
mountaineering with cutting-edge science. The budget would be pretty  
large (six figures) but the team reckon they have a good chance of  getting 
sponsors and research funding for around 80% of  the cost. But this will still 
leave them short and in any case they need to build funder confidence in 
the trip. Under the new system they could apply to the MEF two years in  
advance for what they think will be the funding gap. Let’s say this is £25,000. 
If  the team can make their case in terms of  need and fit with objectives the 
MEF may choose to grant this amount provisional on the other funding 
being realised. This would then let the team go out and raise the rest of  
the cash with some confidence. In the case of  such a big grant the MEF 
may well apply extra conditions in terms of  acknowledgment, the level of  
report, use of  images and support from the expedition members for future  
MEF fundraising.

I should stress that the larger grants, say £7,500, will remain the excep-
tion and that for very large grants, say £15,000, both the objective and team 
will need to be absolutely top class and able to demonstrate clearly that 
they have exhausted all other funding options as in the example above. And 
we will keep all this under review. But hopefully we will see British teams 
now looking differently at innovative, hard-core and exploratory objectives 
worldwide, both in terms of  mountaineering and science, knowing that  
the Mount Everest Foundation wants to help make these trips possible.

For further information on the MEF and to apply for a grant please visit 
the MEF website www.mef.org.uk.


