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IAN PARNELL

Looking to the Future

Following the pattern in several mountaineering nations for mentoring schemes  
for young alpinists, there has been a debate in Britain over the last couple of  years 
about whether something similar would be useful here and what it might look like. 
A number of  organisations and individuals have been involved in this process,  
including the Alpine Club, the British Mountaineering Council and several leading 
alpinists, including the former editor of  Climb magazine Ian Parnell. Here he talks 
to the editor of  the Alpine Journal Ed Douglas about plans for the future and the 
state of  British alpinism.

Can you tell me what’s been achieved and how it came about?
It started with Tom Livingstone approaching me and asking why there  
isn’t a young alpine team in Britain, a mentored team, as there is in many 
places, like the one Steve House runs in the States, and Marko [Prezelj] 
does in Slovenia – and the French do, under Christian Trommsdorff. Tom 
approached me because I was on the BMC International Committee and so 
I raised it a bit at the meeting and then decided to try and get it kick-started. 
We put out a sort of  call. It was on the BMC website but it was also a case 
of  who we knew. Tom drew up a list of  likely candidates. At that stage 
we weren’t sure exactly who it was we were targeting: how talented, how 
young, how British they had to be. The reason it struck a chord with me is 
that I was thinking along similar lines. There seemed to be a bit of  a gap  
between Tom’s generation and my generation. There always have been gaps 
between generations but I felt we were seeing fewer young teams applying 
each year to the BMC for grants. Oddly, since we decided to do this, there’s 
been a bit of  a turnaround. It wasn’t a scientific process but there was the 
sense it was the usual suspects and they were getting older and no one new 
was coming through. So Tom’s desire for this chimed with me. We had an 
initial meeting in 2016 at the AC hut in the Lakes. We had got in touch 
with about 80 or 90 people and we tried to go a bit wider but that seemed 
enough to get started. We canvassed people’s opinions to find out if  there 
was a need for such a thing. The number who came along was just under 
40 and the whole thing was free. The BMC put some money into that. And 
from that meeting and a meeting following it in early 2017 in north Wales 
and another at the Climbers’ Club hut at Froggatt, we both had strong 
feelings about how such a system should go, and they were a bit different.

How did they differ?
My thought was that it didn’t seem very British the way those young teams 
were run. It seemed to me they had a father figure in the middle of  them 
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that was driving everything. The critical thing in alpinism is that you’ve got 
to make independent decisions in the mountains. That’s the key to success. 
Not how hard you climb but being able to make sensible decisions. Not 
being driven by a guru. That slightly touchy-feely thing of  what it is you 
really want. Is it worth the risk? Is it really me making those decisions or 
am I being driven by something else? So I didn’t like that format. Also I felt 
that they were a really small group. The New Zealand scheme and Steve’s 
scheme have a selection process and end up with half  a dozen select indi-
viduals. I spoke to the NZ guys for an hour on Skype, and I spoke to Steve 
and I spoke to Marko, and they all did things slightly differently. But the 
common factor was that all the schemes focused on only a small group of  
alpinists, taking up a lot of  resources. So we just felt that we had a chance 
to do something much broader. You want a pyramid-type structure anyway: 
you need to spread it out. Tom’s vision was a kind of  performance squad. 
You’ve got your competition for indoor climbing, and so for the mountains 
you’d have an alpine team. A set range of  things organised for them. What 
I envisaged was a bit different.

What challenges have you faced?
One of  the difficult things, inevitably, is that it’s hard to get momentum  
going and even harder to keep it going. So you end up with one or two 
people putting effort in. It’ll be up to full speed hopefully by the beginning 
of  next year and the goal is that it will be self-sustaining, that the young  
alpinists themselves will be driving it. After the meetings, we had a few 
events and exchanges, which we’d organised with the help of  the BMC or 
the AC, John Porter helped out, but we were thinking about what sort of  
structure we needed. We wanted youngsters running it, but also to rebuild 
connections between the older generation and the young generation.

How have things changed since you were a young alpinist?
In the past you’d go down the pub, and someone like Rab [Carrington] 
would be in the corner, and if  you were going to Jannu, you’d go and buy 
him a pint and you’d learn a massive amount about Jannu. The scene is now 
much more diffused. There are WhatsApp groups, stuff  like that. It seemed 
to me that the generational connection had been lost. My first breakthrough 
trip was Jules Cartwright asking me to go to Mt Hunter while we were in 
the pub. I hadn’t even been to the Alps. I was climbing Scottish V. Jules had 
obviously worked down his list and arrived at me, but it was a transforma-
tive thing and that all happened because all sorts of  people were mixing 
together.

What kind of organisation has been agreed?
So what we’ve landed on is a revitalisation of  the Alpine Climbing Group 
(ACG). It still existed but was largely moribund. It was clearly the place for 
up-and-coming young climbers and was very significant in the 1960s, 1970s 
and 1980s but less so after that. It seemed like a natural home. The hope was 
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that it would be an easy structure, 
which has that connection with the 
Alpine Club that I think is crucial. 
There’s an enormous resource with 
the AC: grant support and brand, 
and the human resource is amaz-
ing: it’s where leading alpinists go 
to retire. We’ve got Charles Stupart 
going through the structure in detail. 
I’d hoped it would be quick, but it’s 
taking more time that I’d thought. 
But we’re getting there. We’re in the 
process of  writing rules, not that the 
old ACG had any. We’ve got appli-
cations forms and criteria, which 
they feel are necessary, and that will 
go to the AC AGM. The frustrating 
thing is that it’s now been a long time 
since we built up all that enthusiasm. 
I hope we haven’t lost too much mo-
mentum. We’ve had sporadic events 
and are meeting soon for a big-wall 
workshop in Devon. What’s missing is a proper home and the chance to say 
this is who we are. But we’re getting there; we’re close to lift-off.

Once you’ve got that, do you see potential revenue schemes?
Yes. I haven’t thought too much about it. But there’s a lot of  good will from 
the BMC, the MEF and the AC, which have all pledged financial support. 
So that’s great. At the moment it’s helped a small group of  people. Once it’s 
going we can publicise it more widely and there will be people who want 
to join but aren’t part of  the scene.

Have you seen big philosophical or ethical difference between Tom’s 
generation and your own? Do you see big changes in British alpinism?
I think it’s difficult for one generation to assess another without getting all 
misty-eyed. Inevitably people think that their generation had it sorted and 
the new generation is doing it wrong. But it’s pretty simple. We all just want 
to go climbing. There are some slightly different things in how alpinism 
works. In places like Chamonix, you’ve got such immediate information 
now that it’s very easy to follow on the coattails of  others. You wait until 

The young alpinist Alfie Maun belaying 
Karol Lejuszewski on the Polish-British 
exchange for young alpinists held in 
February and March 2018. (Wadim 
Jablonski)
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someone does a particular route on the Jorasses and the next thing you know 
it’s had a dozen ascents. These can be really high-end routes. For the younger 
generation there’s a bit of  that following going on. It makes perfect sense.

There’s a drift towards performance at the expense of exploration?
There’s a bit of  that. That was my gut feeling, a prejudicial view if  you like, 
that people weren’t being ambitious in the way that at certain points other 
generations had been. It’s quite a short thing, an alpinist’s career, and maybe 
there’s a good argument that you shouldn’t encourage it. I’m very aware 
of  that. I certainly don’t want to be pushing people to do things they don’t 
want to do. When we get together I go into that a lot, about how it’s their 
responsibility. But people were going to Patagonia quite a bit, they were 
going to Canada quite a bit, and they’re accessible things to do. You can 
focus on the climbing. As opposed to the Himalaya, where there’s still enor-
mous potential. It seems there’s sometimes a block on how you might start 
engaging with the Himalaya. To me that was strange and again, it’s the lack 
of  mentoring. My mountaineering started when I went to the BMC. Roger 
Payne would have a month off  where he’d go off  on a big trip. I thought, 
if  Roger can do it, then why can’t I? It didn’t immediately occur to me that 
he had 20 years of  experience and that’s why he was able to do it. But it  
removed a lot of  the barriers for me. Initially, I had not gone to the Alps when 
my mates did because I thought it was too risky. Making those changes,  
you need mentors or wise heads, rather than inflammatory cheerleading.

How do you see the strength of British alpinism?
I think it’s easy sometimes to look back and say it was so strong, there were 
loads of  alpinists and so on. I’m not sure how true that was. When I was 
heavily involved, say 15 years ago, it was actually a really small group.  
We all knew each other, and it was probably only a dozen people. They 
were all at that peak time just before they got on the guides’ scheme or 
got married. So you have these little thrusts, and perhaps inevitably they’re 
quite short-lived. Very few people can keep up that level of  intensity. Mick 
[Fowler] clearly can but he’s unusual and very impressive. He has a sustain-
able model. One of  the reasons I backed off  was that I was suddenly going 
to Gasherbrum IV and then K2 and everything seemed to be going higher 
and harder. But the history of  alpinism has most usually been a sequence  
of  spikes of  activity. When we arrived it felt like there’d been a bit of  a gap. 
It’s always felt it’s been a bit more organised abroad.

Alpinism is now proportionally a much smaller part of climbing?
These days you mustn’t assume that everyone will want to go alpine climb-
ing. We do have to wave the flag a little bit. I’m not suggesting everyone 
should try but you have amazing experiences in the mountains. There are 
people out there with adventurous souls who would love to do this kind 
of  thing but it’s one of  a number of  choices, and if  one particular choice 
is selling itself  harder than another then people will go towards that. The 
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things that are going on in Yosemite on El Cap – if  you’re a talented free 
climber then you want to be involved with that. You can go to California 
in the sunshine, hang out with beautiful people and have nice things to eat, 
and there’s this thing that old people used to do, something that is uncom-
fortable and hurts. There’s also a bit of  a myth on social media that alpinism 
is something posh people used to do before the working classes discovered 
how to rock climb properly and it fell out of  fashion. But I still think it’s the 
most amazing thing you can do in climbing. As performance improves it’s  
a bit of  a narrowing thing, because it takes longer to reach that standard  
and it’s more involved, and that can reduce the numbers involved: more 
esoteric, if  you will.

What about gender?
Alpinism is still very male. That’s a battle and a very difficult one. There’s a 
lot of  progress throughout society, removing limits from any kind of  female 
aspiration, which is brilliant. But in alpinism the battle certainly isn’t won. 
The perception is that it’s a male thing. Having said that, there are quite 
a few strong British female alpinists. They are a small group and they are  
inevitably ambitious people; quite a few are on the guides’ scheme or work-
ing as instructors up in Scotland during the winter. Rocio Siemens is a good 
example. She’s now based in Chamonix and has climbed Scottish VIII. She’s 
organising a meet in the Écrins and I’m hoping she’ll be around for that as a 
mentor. Female alpinists have their own channels, closed Facebook groups. 
Out of  our list of  80, about 15 are women, of  whom two or three have been 
involved in events. I’m not the person to reach out to them but Rebecca Coles 
has been helpful. I’ve tried to create spaces on events that were for women 
only but then had to fill them with men because no women wanted to fill 
them. Part of  that is my problem in communicating with the right people. 
You really need a woman to pick that up and drive it. But once it gets going 
and has some momentum then there’s a great opportunity for someone.

The exchange group and members of Krakow University Mountaineering Club. 
(Piotr Drozdz)




