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Alpine Club Notes

Capt R E Thompson (d1918), Hampshire Regiment,  
died in the powerful German offensive of spring 1918 that sent the  

Allies reeling, prompting Haig to demand a desperate defence.
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LINDSAY GRIFFIN

President’s Valedictory Address
Read before the Alpine Club on 26 November, 20161

1. This is an edited amalgamation of  two speeches the president gave at the 2016 AGM and the annual dinner 
that evening.

It might be worth starting by reminding you of  the obvious. The purpose of  
the AC is to facilitate its members with their interest in, and love of, alpine 
mountains (and I use the word ‘alpine’ loosely). Our members comprise  
active and committed mountaineers, not so active or retired mountaineers 
but people who have done their time, and those who have a deep interest in 
the mountain environment through art, history or science. And like any oth-
er active club, one of  the AC’s main missions should be getting its members  
together: climbing, networking, exchanging information, socialising and also 
preserving and facilitating access to our heritage. I think it was Tom Price 
who said ‘mountaineering is an activity that brings a lot of  loners together.’ 
We do all this through our climbing meets, our events, our communications, 
our exhibitions and our information dissemination: our encouragement.

We also believe we have a responsibility for preserving the values of  
mountaineering for future generations. I came across another quote recently, 
this one by a flourishing businessman. I’m sure it’s not original, and I’m also 
sure he didn’t have climbing in mind, but he said ‘success in life is more or 
less a question of  hanging on, when others have let go.’ If  you are at school 
and serious about your athletics, the holy grail would be to represent your 
country in the Olympics, to be a Usain Bolt. Nearly all climbers now come 
into the activity through indoor walls and with the acceptance of  competi-
tion climbing as an Olympic sport, many young wall climbers will now see 
competitions as the natural extension. And being ever an optimist I don’t 
see any problem with that myself, as long as the guardians of  our broad  
activity don’t become side tracked to the extent that the other important work 
carried out for the wider mountaineering community becomes neglected.

Why are we in the prime position to preserve the values of  climbing and 
mountaineering? Over the last term AC members have put up a wealth of  
new routes: at the very blue end of  the spectrum, on modest sea cliffs in 
Ireland, through bigger stuff  in the UK and Africa, to major new Alpine 
lines in the Mont Blanc massif, and, well into the red end of  the spectrum, 
hard technical first ascents on 6,000m and 7,000m peaks. I look at all the 
major new routes at altitude that have been achieved by British climbers in 
the Greater Ranges so far this year and all were done by expeditions that 
included AC members, many supported by the new Montane Alpine Club 
Climbing Fund. During my term the AC has supported around two dozen 
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expeditions all with the aim of  making first ascents in excellent style in 
Alaska, South America, Greenland, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, China, India, 
Pakistan and Nepal.

It’s true these have involved a relatively small percentage of  our members, 
but have greatly enhanced the prestige of  the Club, especially internationally. 
Many more of  our members have been involved in our own meets. Over the 
three-year term we have expanded our meets programme considerably. When 
I started, someone took me aside and reminded me that presidents have a 
notorious reputation for never going on meets, so I was determined to rectify 
that. I failed. I think I’ve managed six altogether. Even I can do the simple 
arithmetic; that’s on average only two a year. But large or small, they were all 
good. The AC ran well over 30. We’ve created more diversity, explored new 
venues both at home and abroad, more meets for those relatively new to the 
game, slightly more in the way of  joint events with foreign climbers. I’d hoped 
to do better with that; it may come, and similarly joint meets with other clubs.

I came in keen to improve both our public face and our voice and it is 
great that we now have an attractive and ever developing website. It not only 
publicises all our up-coming events and meets, but contains reports on the 
latter, news, an increasing number of  English descriptions for climbs of  all 
disciplines within a reasonable distance of  the Chamonix valley, a regularly 
updated Mont Blanc weather report, and information on our books, photo-
graphs and archives. We should shortly have every expedition report in the 
library digitised and online, all 1,100 of  them, thanks to David Kinniburgh 
and the IT team; we currently have all the AJs back to 1930 online and are 
continuing the digitisation of  the earlier volumes. We also hope to have a 
strong community aspect, and to introduce a section on members’ activities. 

Let’s turn again to the international stage and particularly the Piolets 
d’Or, in which we are heavily involved, and have helped to evolve into a 
more informal event that celebrates all that is great and good about progres-
sive modern alpinism. In the last three years each of  the Lifetime Achieve-
ment Awards, presented by the Piolets d’Or, has gone to three of  our  
members, while again in the same timespan three of  the ascents awarded 
Piolets d’Or have also involved our members. As either part of  the organiza-
tion, or as a speaker, or a recipient, 13 of  our members took part in this 
year’s event in La Grave.

In Italy this year two of  our members were presented with the Karl Unter-
kircher Award, an Italian-based biennial award to a team or teams that have 
demonstrated great climbing skills or carried out extreme expeditions in  
alpine style. Like the ethos of  the Piolets, it tries not to be competitive but is an 
award for fair play. It’s also worth adding that our members sometimes excel 
in other quarters; one was recently awarded the Nobel Prize for physics.

We are supporting the developing online Alpine route database Camp-
Camp, and the app MountaiNow, a crowd-sourcing initiative that aims to  
share the current mountain conditions on any day of  the year. We’re directly  
represented at the UIAA and on its Mountain Protection Commission. 
Various other commissions also have delegates and post holders who are 
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AC members. We have reorganized the Spirit of  Mountaineering, the AC’s 
commendation of  those, of  any nationality, who in the true spirit of  moun-
taineering have unselfishly given exceptional assistance to those in need  
of  help in the mountains. By inaugurating an international panel, we have 
had a much greater voice on important affairs both at home and abroad:  
several of  our statements have been taken, translated, and publicised by  
foreign alpine organisations.

This period has obviously been one of  the busiest for the AC Library, 
with our crucial involvement in the celebrations to mark the 150th anniver-
sary of  the Golden Age of  alpinism. Many of  our paintings, engravings, 
artefacts and scans of  a number of  our historic photographs became the 
exhibition ‘The Treasures of  the Alpine Club and Alpinism in the 19th Cen-
tury’. It formed the key part of  the display in Chamonix’s Alpine Museum. 
This exhibition, with changing content, was visible to the public all through 
the 2015 summer, and over last winter up until May. Work continues to  
have this displayed to a greater or lesser extent at venues throughout the 
UK. The first of  these will be a relatively small show at the Frenchay Village 
Museum in Bristol, running from January to March next year. And over 
the last year or so there has been significant liaison with the BMC’s newly  
inaugurated digital archive of  historic mountaineering images. I hope  
we will continue to increase our involvement with, and representation on, 
events of  international importance, because continuing to raise our already 
high profile abroad will in turn raise it within the UK. New leaflets and 
a discounted subscription aimed at the under 25s, student liaison, and a 
fledgling university mentoring system are promoting the club to the young.

When I began my term the property sub-committee had been asked to 
investigate the potential for redevelopment of  the clubhouse. It’s been a long 
road and Victor has outlined the current situation, where planning applica-
tion for a two-storey extension has been turned down, but permission given 
for a set-back single story, and then if  and how we should maximise use 
for the club. Fortunately, the top floors of  Charlotte Road continue to be 
attractive for rental, with Shoreditch having become a desirable residence 
for small businesses. Rental income from Charlotte Road has grown con-
siderably over the last few years, making rents our largest source of  income, 
greater than subscriptions.

One of  the great success stories, in my humble opinion, is taking partner-
ship with ABMSAC of  the George Starkey hut in Patterdale. The AC at last 
has a climbing hut, a venue outside London where members can meet and 
climb together. It is also an asset that may help us in the future negotiate 
reciprocal rights. I would like to thank all those who took part in the on-line 
consultation. There was a large response, with more than 90% supporting 
the proposal that the AC should purchase a share in the building. We now 
have a board of  directors and a management committee that are already 
discussing improvements and ways to make it more accessible to members. 
We hope to have an easy to use on-line booking system in place by early 
next year. And there is its potential use for events – we’ve recently endorsed 
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a meeting of  top young alpinists there over a weekend in December, and an 
AC alpine training weekend will be held there next year. It’s a good hut in  
a good location: let’s use it.

Talking of  the hut and our members reminds me that membership now 
stands at a little over 1,500: full members 75%; aspirants 20%; associates 4%. 
I’m going to talk a little more about this later, but it is noticeable that rather 
more climbers now enter the club as aspirant members and then progress 
within the club to become full members, than come straight in as full mem-
bers. We should be encouraging their progression. For example we elected 
11 new members in the month of  October, plus two more who had gained 
the experience to change their status from aspirant to full. Nine of  those 
new members came in as aspirants, two as full. The overall number of  mem-
bers is, in itself, arguably less important than having that constant influx  
of  committed young climbers.

Another of  my goals was to improve on the gender balance, and while 
we’ve had partial success, with significantly more women in key posts, this 
still needs more work, though the percentage of  female members in the AC, 
currently 11%, compares very favourably with other major climbing clubs 
in the UK. You can slant statistics to say anything, as politicians know, but 
of  those accepted for new membership in October 18% were women. But if  
you look at those accepted as full members, it was 50%! On the most recent 
meet 30% were women.

So, in order to make all I’ve talked about, and more, happen, much com-
mittee time has been spent over the term in making considerable improve-
ments to our operating procedures, management structure, regulations, 
rules, documentation, and administration. All this might seem a bit tedious 
to the outsider, and to be quite honest, sometimes it is, but by getting the 
club operating efficiently and smoothly, we free up a lot more time to be 
devoted towards fundamental goals, such as facilitating climbing and aug-
menting member benefits. We took the step of  bringing in a professional 
manager for the office, and for most of  the term our administration and 
office management have been largely in the hands of  Ursula and Iwonna. 
Ursula, amongst a number of  achievements made great progress with our  
website, social media and advertising, while Iwonna has always been  
primarily involved with looking after our membership. Both have now left 
us, and we wish them well for the future.

Nearly three years ago we came up with a new, brief  vision statement, 
which is in the front of  this handbook, and followed that with what we 
quickly realised was perhaps an overly ambitious mission statement out-
lining how we were going to implement it. Many of  the things we set out 
to do have become reality. I’m pleased about that. Some we only partially 
achieved to my satisfaction, and one or two we didn’t make much progress 
at all. However, apart from a couple of  items, not fully completing a project 
was not really due to meeting insuperable problems, it was simply due to 
lack of  resources, suitable ‘person-power’. As a club we are certainly not 
alone in this. It’s a perennial problem with voluntary organisations. There 
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are always too few people trying to do far too much work. Yet volunteering 
is a great way of  having your say, putting something back into the club, and 
back into mountaineering. From time to time we send out Alpinet messages, 
advertising for people who can lend a hand with a current, specific project,  
a project that can often require no more than a few hours a month. So spread 
the word, and we can spread the workload. It is your club, and a club is only 
the sum of  its members.

A few years ago, I was climbing in Italy and attended a lecture given  
by a friend of  mine. He introduced the concept that climbing could be  
defined by the four ‘As’: avventura, ambiente, amici and agonismo or adven-
ture, the environment, friendship, and competitive spirit.

I’m going to shuffle them around because the mix you come up with, 
the various priorities, will determine your outlook and motivation when it 
comes to climbing. It will be different from one individual to the next and 
it will be different in various stages of  your climbing career. For instance,  
when you’re 23 or 24 the order of  importance will be as follows: first, com-
petitive spirit, then adventure, environment and lastly friendship. I can  
relate to that. But even before you get to my age that order has completely 
reversed. I think that as time goes by routes are still important, summits are 
still important, but increasingly so are the people you meet along the way. 
As we all know, climbing can bring enduring friendships. I thought about 
this earlier in the year when I had two great days on the crag, full of  banter, 
with people whom I first climbed with in 1972. I’m not going to name them, 
as they might not want it known they are quite that old.

I think the Alpine Club will cater for any mix; a climbing club should be 
all about getting its members together. We each climb for very different rea-
sons, and I believe our activity should be big enough to accept these. For me, 
exploring new ground, looking around the corner, has been, I suppose, the 
aspect that has always given me the biggest buzz, from my first new route in 
the Mont Blanc massif  when I was a difficult-to-manage whippersnapper of  
20, right up to this year which has only resulted in some extremely modest 
new rock routes at various locations, home and abroad. We can all have 
escapades to different degrees: even on a short, new, trad rock route. 

Adventure. People will always push the limits of  our activity, and a num-
ber of  climbers who have been considered amongst the best mountaineers 
of  their respective generations have died this year in the mountains. But 
generally, and it is a generalisation, climbing is becoming more risk averse. 
Alpinism is seeing a marked decline all over Europe. You know, 30 years 
ago in mountaineering it was much easier to be experienced than it was to 
be technically accomplished. Now it is exactly the reverse. 

There are contributing issues to this decline. For instance, students now 
have a hard time, both financially and with the need to find internships out 
of  term time, so in the UK we have lost most of  the university expeditions 
we saw in the past and numbers on alpine meets have dwindled. I’ve come 
across a couple of  universities where nowadays the university ‘mountain-
eering club’ is largely a bouldering club. There are exceptions, of  course: 
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one of  our guests here tonight is Francis Tochter from Coventry Univer-
sity Mountaineering Society, which over the last few years has run a very  
successful Alpine programme during the summer vacation, with 20 or 30 
participants. Most young, committed mountaineers now also have careers, 
you know that proper job thing, and are limited to 20 or 25 days per year. 
And as we live in a world where everything appears to be judged by success, 
and the number of  likes on your Facebook page, quite understandably there 
is a growing trend to opt for venues that, for a quick hit, can tip the odds in 
their favour, like Alaska and Patagonia.

This isn’t meant to be negative, as I still see alpinism as being in a good 
state. For a start I don’t see us returning to, for example, the situation in 
the 1980s when there was a very high death toll, notably amongst Polish 
mountaineers who were top of  the tree in that decade. There simply wasn’t 
then the communal knowledge we have today; there was also an expectation 
to up the anti on each successive ascent. Some of  the greatest high-altitude, 
out-on-a-limb ascents during the 1980s have only recently been surpassed, 
or indeed equalled.

I’m optimistic too when it comes to style and ethics. Many more moun-
taineers appear to be openly honest about what they achieve. Technology 
improves all the time and most of  us embrace it, though I think there are 
few here today tweeting from the summit. In recent years I think the single 
event that has really impacted on climbing, certainly in more hostile terrain, 
has been the ability to receive up-to-date and accurate weather forecasts  
in the field, or indeed on the climb. Taking that sort of  communication is 
definitely a personal choice, and we should never allow it to become man-
datory. However, the majority of  expedition reports I encounter these days 
imply that the teams have been working from received weather reports,  
enabling them to plan their ascent at the right time, to go more lightweight 
and consequently faster.

Equipment has obviously got lighter for the same strength and warmth. 
And then elapsed time, the growth in communal experience, the ease of  
access to information, Google Earth, even the use of  drones to scope your 
route have all gone a long way to making the outcome more certain. As 
Hansjörg Auer said: ‘If  I want to make a difficult ascent on a little known 
mountain I have to be prepared to work for it, and that can sometimes take 
several years. If  I want to go to a familiar peak, all I need to do is Google it.’

So in order to keep the fundamental raison d’être of  our activity alive, 
that necessary uncertainty that is key to adventure, alpinists will just add 
more into the mix. For a start they have got a whole lot better. As with other 
sports, people now train much harder, they are fitter, stronger. Then there  
is the greater knowledge of  nutrition, hydration, diet: it’s called progress.  
I believe more and more people will climb in better style and it’s happening 
already. They’ll climb free, whereas in the past they aided, and they will 
have less negative impact on the environment. On the majority of  moun-
tains, certainly not all by a long way, but on the majority of  mountains, 
getting up at all costs will become a thing of  the past.
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And the Alpine Club should, indeed I hope will, be playing a significant 
part in all this. I look at all the major new routes at altitude that have been 
achieved by British climbers in the Greater Ranges so far this year and all 
were done by expeditions that included AC members. In order to preserve our 
activity, and its values, they and more importantly their eventual successors, 
need the support of  this Club.

That starts with our aspirant members, and its great to see we have a 
whole table full of  new aspirants here tonight; I appreciate you coming. For 
some of  the reasons I’ve outlined earlier, our statistics show that these days 
rather more climbers enter the club as aspirants and then progress within the 
club to become full members. Most will go on to have some fine adventures 
in the Alps, or further afield in the Greater Ranges, and it’s our role to facil-
itate this. In X years time, some of  these will be the role models for another 
generation, and maybe one of  the Aspirants on that table tonight will, in the 
future, be delivering this speech.

As I outlined earlier, we’ve greatly expanded our activity in the last few 
years. There is a long list of  people who made this work and I want to thank 
them. If  I started to name individuals, not only would it take all evening, 
but it would also sound like an Oscars speech. So I will be brief  and say a 
huge thanks to all those on our IT, communications and publication teams, 
all those involved with our properties, those who do such sterling work in 
the library with our books, photographs, paintings, reports, the displays and 
exhibitions, making all our material so much more accessible. And I cer-
tainly won’t forget all those involved with our regional events, dinners, our 
lecture series and organising our meets. I think it is appropriate to mention 
key players we are going to lose at the end of  this year, who have done so 
much for the club over the last three years on the committee: outgoing vice 
president Malcolm Bass, chair of  finance Kimball Morrison, Susan Jensen 
Charlie Burbridge and Jerry Lovatt. As you’ll know Jerry is stepping down 
from his position of  honorary librarian, and will take emeritus status from 
the start of  next year. He’s been in post for more than 25 years. We know 
that a certain George Yeld edited the Alpine Journal from around 1896 to 
1926: that’s a remarkable 30 years. But, to paraphrase this year’s Nobel  
Laureate for Literature, the times they have changed. 25 years in this day 
and age is a really remarkable contribution. Jerry is unable to be with us 
today, but we’ll be thanking him more formally later.

Despite some of  our meetings being, inevitably, fraught at times, I’ve had 
a lot of  help from committee members, and others. So, I’m now completely 
going to break the rule I made a minute ago by saying a big, big thanks to 
someone who isn’t actually leaving, and that’s been my right-hand woman 
Anna Lawford. When Anna does eventually stand down from the post of  
hon secretary, she’s going to be an almost impossible act to follow.

It now remains to hand the torch onto John Porter. There were many 
times when I found myself  thinking that having just a climber as a president 
leaves much to be desired: what you really need is an ex company direc-
tor. Well, now you’ve got both, and I’m confident the Club will progress in  
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the right direction, at least the sort of  direction we have guided it over the 
last three years. I suspect John should cover his ears for the next bit. Per-
sonally, I’m entering the de-mob happy period, really looking forward to 
gaining an extra 30 hours a week for many weeks of  next year, so I’ll hope-
fully be getting back to earning a living, and doing a lot more sorely needed 
climbing. I’ve certainly found it challenging and very time consuming, and 
while I very definitely couldn’t put my hand on my heart and say I enjoyed 
every minute, I have learnt a lot; for instance I can now recite perfectly the 
North Wales to London timetable. I do have a nice sense of  satisfaction that 
we made a lot of  progress. Above all, I’m deeply honoured that I had the 
privilege of  being your president. Thank you.

Lindsay Griffin

Spirits of the Dolomites
The discovery of  instructions for Alpine Club ther-
mometer No325, positioned near the summit of  
Mar m olada in 1860, was like find ing a holy relic from 
the early days of  moun taineering in the Dolomites.  
It happened when my sister Susan and I were in 
Cortina researching our book, Spirits of  the Dolo
mites, where we retrace Amelia Edwards’ pioneering 
journey through the Dolo mites in 1872, which she 
recorded in Untrodden Peaks and Unfrequented Valleys.

John Ball, first Alpine Club president, and John 
Birkbeck, accompanied by their guide Victor Tiarriz 
from Chamonix, left Val di Fassa on 31 August 1860 
to climb Marmolada, the highest peak in the Do-
lomites. They chose to climb Punta 
Rocca, which turned out to be the 
second-highest summit, but strong 
winds hindered their climb. Never-
theless, they left the minimum thermometer No325, with its instructions, a 
few feet below the top, at the time the highest point anyone had reached on 
Marmolada. Here is John Ball’s account, from his personal diary, of  how 
they fixed the thermometer:

B. [Birkbeck] very miserable, shivering from the cold and altogether unhappy. The 
lunch over, I set to work, with Victor’s assistance, to fix the minimum thermometer 
to the rock behind us. He attached a slip of  pine wood, which I had prepared, with 
a couple of  strong nails, to which I added a third, and, behind the board, attached 
the thermometer with string! Not having wire; the wind meanwhile so piercing that, 
though the temperature was 5.6 = 42 Fahrenheit, my fingers were quite benumbed. 
I asked B. to fill up the form to be left in the glass tube. He swore bravely at the dd 
thermometer, but filled up the paper tant bien que mal, which I attached. I fear the 
winter – or perhaps sooner – will see them all set loose from the rock: the best chance 
is that the snow will reach this place soon.1

1. Alpine Journal XVIII, p386.

The account of Amelia Edwards’ pio-
neering Dolomites journey, Untrodden 
Peaks and Unfrequented Valleys.
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No, we didn’t find the instructions on top of  Marmolada! Here’s the story 
of  our serendipitous discovery.

We met mountaineering historian Carlo Gandini, now in his 70s, and one 
of  the famous Scoiattoli (Cortina Squirrels) in his youth – amateur climbers 
dedicated to climbing the diretissima. Carlo’s eyes lit up when he heard that 
we were following Amelia Edwards and invited us to his home, next to the 
Olympic ice stadium, where he generously shared his vast archive of  photo-
graphs and documents about the first local guides who led their illustrious 
clients on most first ascents in the Dolomites. He gave us a photograph of  
Giuseppe Ghedina, Amelia’s guide, and arranged for us to meet Giuseppe’s 
great-granddaughter Cinzia Ghedina; the family still lives in Cortina. Carlo 
also went out of  his way to fix-up a meeting with another old-timer, Marco 
Menardi.

Marco is related through his father’s family to Francesco ‘Checo’ Lacedelli, 
the oldest Dolomite mountain guide, who was favoured by the Austrian 
climber Paul Grohmann; Checo and Grohmann made the first ascents of  
four of  the top ten Dolomite peaks during 1863-4, when Checo was 68 
years old. Marco’s uncle, Lino Lacedelli, made the first ascent of  K2 in 
1954. Marco’s maternal family owned the famous Stella d’Oro, one of  the 
first hotels in Cortina.

Although the hotel closed and was turned into the Cassa Rurale ed Arti-
giana bank in 1973, Marco has preserved the guest books from when the inn 
opened in 1844. He invited us to his home to look at the books and see if  
we could find anything of  interest. By then, we knew that Amelia stayed at 
the Aquila Nera Hotel while she was in Cortina, coincidentally at the same 
time William Edward Utterson Kelso was a guest when he made the first 
ascent of  Becco di Mezzodì with his guide Santo Siorpaes.2 So our interest 
was more general than specific to Amelia Edwards.

2. Alpine Journal VI, p201

Left: Giuseppe Ghedina, Amelia Edwards’ guide in 1872. Right: Stella d’Oro Hotel, 
Cortina, 1890.
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Marco is a quiet, unassuming person and a gracious host who made us 
feel welcome without any fuss. His kindness and generosity were appre-
ciated as we carefully turned the pages of  the Stella d’Oro guest books and 
travelled back in time. If  we had been digging for gold then this was the big-
gest nugget in town; these crumpled pages contain the fading signatures of  
most Alpine pioneers of  the Victorian era and many more who visited later.  

We found Gilbert and Churchill, with and without their wives, Francis 
Fox Tuckett, with and without his sisters, Rev T G Bonney and all the usu-
al suspects including the flamboyant signature of  the artist Elijah Walton. 
Marco pointed out the page from 6 September 1860 where we made our 
surprising discovery. John Ball and John Birkbeck signed in on their way 
from Val di Fassa to Longarone, after they had climbed Rocca di Marmo-
lada. And on the facing page, sometime later, somebody had attached with 
sealing wax the instructions for the Alpine Club minimum thermometer 
No325 that Ball and Birkbeck struggled with, hampered by wind-chill,  
on top of  Punta Rocca.

Readers who studied O-level physics will remember that a minimum ther-
mometer uses pure alcohol which freezes at -114°C. The glass index, a thin 
rod about 10mm long with a disc at each end, is inside the colourless liquid 
and it is pulled down the bore of  the thermometer by surface tension as the 
temperature drops. When the temperature increases, the alcohol moves past 
the index as it rises up the thermometer, leaving the end of  the index at the 
lowest temperature that the thermometer recorded. The use of  this piece 
of  scientific equipment reminds us that the original members of  the Alpine 
Club were interested in recording scientific observations as well as climbing 
mountains and this research tradition continues today. A barometer was 
another essential accoutrement for John Ball which he used to estimate the 
height of  the peaks he climbed.

Some contextual information may help readers unfamiliar with the early 
exploration of  the Dolomites to appreciate its significance. Mountaineering 
was unknown in these valleys until 1857 when John Ball reached the sum-
mit of  Pelmo and wrote about his climb.3 This was the first recorded ascent 
of  any Dolomite peak, although we now know that Ball probably made the 
third ascent of  Pelmo; the earliest was claimed by local chamois hunter Belli 
Battista Vecchio who found a human skeleton near the summit in 1824.4 
Word soon spread among Alpine Club members, through the pages of  this 
journal, about these unclimbed, spectacular peaks and many accomplished 
alpinists like Francis Fox Tuckett, Leslie Stephen, Douglas Freshfield, 
Charles Comyns Tucker and Edward Robson Whitwell all claimed first  
ascents in the Dolomites during the 1860s and 1870s.

The mystery of  how these instructions ended up sealed into the Stella 
d’Oro guestbook fascinated me. Marco Menardi is not sure what happened, 
but clearly somebody removed them from Punta Rocca and took them to 
Cortina. Our first suspect was Anthon von Ruthner, one of  the founders  

3. J Ball, Guide to the Eastern Alps, Longmans, 1869, p525 & Alpine Journal XVII, p381.
4. F Torchio & R Decarli, Ad Est Del Romanticismo: 17861901 Alpinisti vittoriani sulle dolomiti, New-Book, 2014, p383.
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ALPINE CLUB
NOTICE TO TRAVELLERS

Minimum thermometer marked “Alpine Club No. 325” has been placed 
by Messrs Ball & Birkbeck on the Marmolata – highest ridge about 150 feet 
below the topmost rocks & east of  the same, attached to a rock facing N. West

Any person finding the same is requested not to touch or disturb the 
instrument, but to note the lowest temperature, as indicated on the scale 
of  the Thermometer by the end of  the glass index farthest from the bulb. 
A memorandum of  the measurement should be made in the column 
headed “Minimum” at the back of  this paper (a duplicate of  which will 
be found enclosed in a glass tube near the instrument), and an entry 
inserted of  the hour, day, month, year, and observer’s name in their 
respective columns. Next, observe the ‘actual temperature’ and enter it 
in the corresponding column. Travellers are also requested to preserve a 
written record, made on the spot, of  the temperatures so observed, as well 
as of  those previously registered, and the number of  the instrument, 
enter a copy of  them on the back of  the paper, and transmit a duplicate 
to F.F. Tuckett, 10 Baldwin Street, Bristol, England. Provided with a 
good ordinary Thermometer, it would be well to observe if  the ‘actual 
temperatures’ indicated by the ‘Minimum Thermometer’ agree; and,  
if  not, to note the amount of  discrepancy, together with any other matter 
of  interest, in the column headed ‘Remarks’. The paper should then be 
carefully replaced, and the tube securely closed.

Instructions for the Alpine Club thermometer. (Alan Boyle)
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of  the Austrian Alpine Club, who made the second ascent of  Punta Rocca 
in 1861. However, Paul Grohmann reported that he found the thermometer 
and instructions when he made the third ascent in 1862.5 Next on the spot 
was Johan Jakob Weilenmann who made the fourth ascent in 1862. There is 
an outside chance that the thermometer survived long enough to be picked 
up by one of  the British party consisting of  the Bryce brothers, Lee Warner, 
Nettleship and Oxenham who made the next ascent in 1863, although they 
record that the whole route was covered with soft, deep snow.6 By then, 
they all realised that Punta Rocca was lower than Punta Penìa and Groh-
mann was the first to reach that summit, the highest point on Marmolada, 
in 1864 with the guides Angelo and Fulgenzio Dimai from Cortina. After 
that, climbers were more interested in reaching the highest peak. My guess 
is Paul Grohmann brought the instructions back to Cortina, but I’d be de-
lighted to hear from any readers with more information.

Apart from illuminating the adventures of  these pioneers, the incident 
added something more valuable to our research. In Spirits of  the Dolomites 
we set out to discover what has changed and what, if  anything, remains 
the same since Amelia Edwards’ journey at the dawn of  mountaineering 
and tourism in the region. We visited the same places that Edwards passed 
through and made contact with relatives of  people she met. The humble 
wooden chalets and small wayside inns that Edwards wrote about have been 
replaced by modern apartments and swish five-star wellness centres; rough 
bridle paths and footpaths are now smooth highways, so changes are obvi-
ous. What remains the same is more intriguing.

From Untrodden Peaks and Unfrequented Valleys we recognise the special 
appeal of  these mountains and the emotional effect they had on Edwards, 
revealed through her fervent pen portraits. Unsurprisingly, these moun-
tains have the same profound effect on our feelings and we attribute this to 
something we call the mountain spirits of  the Dolomites. Amelia Edwards 
also wrote heart-warming accounts of  incidents on her journey describing 
the honesty, natural humility, openness, welcoming charm and authentic 

5. Alpine Journal XVII, p384.
6. Alpine Journal I, p201.

A previously unpublished sketch by Amelia B Edwards of Becco di Mezzodì  
& Croda da Lago. (Griffith Institute, University of Oxford)
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care shown by the ordinary people she met by chance on her travels. And 
what we discover from our research is that these behaviours and attitudes of   
genuine humanity have passed through generations because they are the 
same today, exemplified by Carlo Gandini, Marco Menardi and almost 
everyone we met, as they were in Amelia’s time. We call them the human 
spirits of  the Dolomites.

Alan Boyle

Boardman Tasker Award 2017
The 2017 Boardman Tasker event, held once again at the Kendal Mountain 
Festival, was a great success. There was a big demand for tickets and five 
of  the six shortlisted authors were able to attend. Andy Perkins welcomed 
everyone to KMF with Martin Wragg, chair of  the BT Charitable Trust, 
welcoming everyone to the shortlisted authors’ event before handing over to 
Stephen Venables to interview authors present.

Stephen began by talking to Tommy Caldwell, author of  The Push. This is 
a candid, bold and compelling book about climbing at the very top level. The 
book gives a fascinating insight into big-wall free climbing and the complex 
challenges that characterise a life in the sport. A gripping read by one of  the 
modern masters of  rock climbing. Next up, Stephen talked to Rob Collister, 
author of  Days to Remember. This is a thoughtful, varied and highly literate 
book, describing journeys in mountain landscapes that are solitary, but sel-
dom lonely. There is a fine sense of  honesty and humility in Rob’s prose 
and his reflections on life as a mountain guide. It is a very fine, quiet and 
contemplative book expressing a deep love of  the mountain environment.

The third writer on stage was Ed Douglas, author of  The Magician’s Glass. 
This is a very fine collection of  essays exploring climbing controversies, failures 
and the impact of  mountaineering on local communities. A superb example 
of  intelligent mountaineering journalism, it tackles moral issues in parti cular 
with great skill and observation. The next author on stage was Bernadette 
McDonald, author of  Art of  Freedom. Her new book is a very accomplished 
biography of one of the greatest alpinists of  all time Voytek Kurtyka. Lucidly 
and economically written, the book succeeds in making extreme mountain-
eering accessible to the lay reader and records a life of  great adventure.

The final writer to be interviewed was Christopher Nicholson, author  
of  Among the Summer Snows. Lyrical and tender, this is a fascinating  
account of  the remaining snows of  the Scottish highlands. A work of  great 
originality and charm, it offers an unusual view of  the relationship between 
humans and the natural world. The sixth book shortlisted was Night Naked 
by Erhard Loretan and Jean Ammann, was unrepresented on the day. This 
first-hand account of  the well-known high-altitude Swiss alpinist Erhard 
Loretan’s achievements, now translated into English, is well paced and 
characterised by a lively vocabulary and self-deprecating humour. In parti-
cular, accounts of  adventures in the Himalaya, notably on Gasherbrum II 
are deeply rewarding.

The chair of  judges for 2017 was the well-known poet Helen Mort and 
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the other two judges were Peter Gillman, chair for 2018, and former Alpine 
Journal assistant editor Catherine Moorehead. Helen gave an excellent, 
informative and humorous speech, again outlining the panel’s experi-
ence of  dealing with well over thirty entries. She explained the difficulties 
of  dealing with one of  the BT’s outstanding shortlists. After full delibe-
ration, they decided that the winner of  the 2017 Boardman Tasker Award 
for Moun tain Literature was Art of  Freedom by Bernadette McDonald.  
In her speech Helen outlined the impact this outstanding biography had, 
and touched on a sharp expression of  Voytek’s character in his steadfast  
refusal to accept the Piolet d’Or:

Voytek maintained that alpinism was far too complex to rank and compare. 
There were so many facets: aesthetic, physical, metaphysical, logistical, imagi
native. And there was so much suffering. How could you measure the suffering 
of  climbers?

• The 2018 Boardman Tasker event is at Kendal Mountain Festival on Friday 
16 November 2018.

Steve Dean

Performing Mountains
Full of  surprises, creativity and interdisciplinary conversations from an 
ex per ienced and varied range of  participants, this was the final event of  
an Arts and Humanities Research Council funded project led by Jona than 
Pitches, professor of  theatre and performance at the University of  Leeds. 
This 18-month project is partnered with Kendal Mountain Festival and will 
result in a book, Performing Landscapes: Mountains from Palgrave Macmil-
lan. A series of  seminars bringing together climbers, artists and academ-
ics – the ‘Mountainsides’ conversations – had already taken place on the 
themes ‘Risk’, ‘Training’, ‘Light’, and ‘Composition’. They can be viewed 
on the project website: https://performingmountains.leeds.ac.uk//mountain
sidestalks/. Another earlier outcome from the project was a 15-minute film 
of  a performance at Leeds in November 2017, ‘Black Rock’, that arose 
out of  collaboration with Johnny Dawes and explored the research ques-
tion: how can the experience of  climbing be translated to an audience on 
the ground? Its director and designer, the Performing Mountains project’s 
post-doctoral fellow David Shearing, showed this film at the symposium 
and gave a talk on how practice-led research in per formance can contribute 
to mountain studies through ‘translating mountain experience’.

When I asked the Welsh artist, Dave Ball, about the positive aims under-
lying his amusingly subversive presentation, his reply might stand for the 
achievement of  the whole symposium: ‘expanding the spectrum of  response 
to mountains.’ His talk, on searching for the national mountain of  Wales 
– ‘the perfect Welsh hill’ – was, of  course, a critique of  the whole idea.  
He had made an exhibition of  careful line drawings of  candidates, which 
were subverted by the accompanying bland text of  data about them. Ball 
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showed a hilarious video of  his walking all day trying to avoid actually  
looking at a mountain. His current PhD project at Winchester School of  
Art is on how the approach of  ‘tactical absurdity’ might reveal what is 
taken for granted in our response to mountains. Sharing this panel were 
Richard Gough’s account of  taking a two-person Welsh dragon for a walk 
in the Brecon Beacons with no audience whatsoever (until a military patrol 
suddenly had it surrounded for serious questioning) and scenographer  
(set- designer to you and me) Susannah Henry taking a tiny model of  herself  
for a walk to be photographed out of  scale. She was exploring something 
about ‘seeing a place and remembering when you were there’ which she 
called ‘remi-instance’, I think. The subversive tone of  this first evening was 
followed by a play in which a geared-up ‘Gary’ attempted to walk to and fro 
for an hour along a line in a simulation of  covering the distance up Everest 
whilst a commentary from his partner simulated an academic paper of  60 
chapters of  dry facts about Everest, about Gary and about the play group 
which had loaned the blow-up paddling pool filled with polystyrene snow 
in which he was sitting. This performance was ‘On Everest’ by Lone Twin.

Actually there were academic papers, on ‘Mountain Time and Ritual’, 
‘Performing Mountain Archives’, ‘Mountain Histories’, ‘Mountain Identity  
and Gender’, ‘Mountain Bodies and Movement’, and ‘Mountain Architec-
tures’ in which buildering and ‘walking arts practice’ in Tate Modern’s  
Turbine Hall featured. There was also poetry, photography, fine art, story-
telling, improvisation, and dance in which a sub-discipline of  ‘vertical dance’ 
has been developing over the last twenty years. For many participants the 
most moving presentation of  the symposium was called ‘Roped Together’, 
devised by Kate Lawrence Vertical Dance and performed by Kate and her 
partner, Simon. Simple in conception – two harnessed climbers tied into a 
rope that passed over a pulley in the roof  - this piece was subtle in suggesting 
the effects of  one partner’s movements upon the other when roped together. 
When we entered the space one climber was prone on the ground and the 
other standing above her, apparently on the phone. The rescue narrative  
included her climbing the rope above him, bringing him to her level, then 
her climbing onto his shoulders and falling backwards. The tension (real 
and dramatic) between them somehow expressed their caring for each  
other and concluded in an enfolding of  each other that was both emotional 
and pragmatic. Their grey hair belied their experience and the profound 
maturity they had communicated demonstrated what can be achieved in 
‘performing mountains’.

The event opened with Doug Scott and the poet Helen Mort who had 
been asked to speak ‘On Exposure’. Doug talked about making decisions in 
exposed situations as the essence of  climbing and confessed to having been 
excited by the decisions ahead when he and his companions were faced 
with getting him down the Ogre with two broken legs. Helen gave us a new 
poem, specially commissioned for the symposium, printed opposite.

Terry Gifford
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The Exposed
after Wilfred Owen

We were high, but this was more than just the drag of  height –
I saw the known world shelve away from us
and found no name for it. Dawn was a brief  chaos of  light.
I kept our camera shuttered, hidden in plain sight.
 You could say nothing happened.

We were not unsafe. We were rarely unkind.
The ledge was suitable; exactly coffin-wide
and sturdy, stable, table-flat. I put my axes to one side,
breathed in – a salted sharpness keen as lemon rind.
 You could say nothing happened.

We were young – it matters now – and competent.
Our feet were shaped for niches, smoothness, grit and dust.
We thought that friction was the same as trust.
We built good anchors, gripped with granite confidence.
 You could say nothing happened.

When stonefall scalded through our silence
we were not afraid. It was always somewhere else.
We climbed until we clambered right outside ourselves –
I moved with all my father’s subtle violence.
 You could say nothing happened.

At camp, you’d shown me how your camera worked:
the shutter speed, lens aperture, the light reaching the film
and touching it, light fixing everything – the valley’s rim,
the morning and the undone route. Exposure. One word.
 You could say nothing happened.

I kept it stashed down in my rucksack half  the time,
wrapped in a thermarest, swaddled like a lame bird.
I took no shots. It angered you. You couldn’t find the words
and if  you had, I’d have replied what’s yours is mine.
 You could say nothing happened.

Our coldest night, your babbled visions of  the news:
our faces beaming from a breakfast TV show.
A test, a triumph…and they said it wouldn’t go!
You reckoned fame was something you could choose.
 I said nothing would happen.
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There’s something private about falling snow.
I ducked their questions afterwards. Exposed.
I keep your name, a single label from your clothes.
Your heart was weak. How could I know?
 I told them nothing happened.

And nothing is repeated every day,
it breaks across closed eyelids, over sleeping chests
and fills the careful places where we planned to rest,
until it finds us, holds us, folds us carefully away.
 Now say it – slowly. Nothing happens.

Helen Mort

Alpine Club Library Report 2017
Our new honorary librarian, Barbara Grigor-Taylor, had a first important 
task: to engage a new professional librarian as after eight years with us, Ta-
deusz ‘Tad’ Hudowski left in the spring. Nigel Buckley was appointed in the 
autumn of  2017. Nigel has an MA from Newcastle University, has libra rian 
experience with Kingston University, and is just completing his second MA, 
in library collection management, at University College, London.

At the Frenchay Village Museum, Bristol, January to March, we show-
ed a ‘Golden Age of  Alpinism’ exhibition. This was a success being visited 
by many local AC members and others; 120 people attended our related 
evening lecture. For the Mountain Heritage Trust, Glyn Hughes attend-
ed to provide several exhibits for the ‘British Women Climb’ exhibition at  
Keswick Museum and Art Gallery from September 2017 until September 
of  this year. These included the AC painting, ‘The Fee Glacier and the  
Allalinhorn’ by Hilda Heckle. At the AC, we exhibited paintings by Rowan 
Huntley, Neil Pittaway and Tim Pollard with each collection on show for 
around two months.

Barbara, Nigel, and Peter Rowland gave illustrated presentations to  
visiting groups from Hoe Bridge School, Woking; the London College of  
Communications; David Coral; Climbing Club of  Equador; and others. 
Project topics included the Eiger, Everest, South American peaks, and the 
history of  mountain photography.

The Alpine Club Collections are cared for by the library team. These 
comprise mountaineering books, journals, MEF reports, tracts, archives, 
artefacts, photographs, paint ings, and the Himalayan Index, which lists key 
ascents over 6,000m and is maintained by Sally Russell. In all, this compris-
es around 100,000 items. The AC owns the great major ity, a few are owned 
by the ACL, a registered charity, and a few are held in trust for owners. 
Together, these form one of  the most significant assemblies of  mountain 
material in the world. Members can visit the library on Tuesdays, Wednes-
days, and Thursdays (except during August and the week of  Christmas and 
the New Year. Some items can only be viewed by appointment so please 
telephone or email to check if  travelling from afar. Catalogues of  our books, 
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archives and the Himalayan Index 
are on the AC website.

The book catalogue now holds 
27,404 volumes; with tracts, pam-
phlets and maps, the overall total is 
well over 30,000 items. Barbara and 
Jerry completed the mammoth task 
of  making a new valuation of  the 
books so we have up-to-date figures 
for insurance. At the same time the 
shelving was cleaned and improved. 
Peter Payne and Philip Meredith 
created further book space by build-
ing extra shelving. Digitisation of  
Mount Everest Foundation (MEF) 
expedition reports (nearly 1,300 to 
date) continues and this should be 
completed soon. Digitised editions 
of  the Alpine Journal from 1930 to 
2014 are now on our website and 1911 to 1929 are due to be added soon. 
Our High Asia maps, e.g. Tian Shan and the Karakoram, are popular for 
reference and some can be digitized.

We are always grateful for donations of  second-hand mountaineer-
ing books. We retain some to expand the collections, e.g. good condition  
volumes, or as extra loan copies, and we offer others for sale to members, 
providing an opportunity to purchase classic books at reasonable prices. 
Barbara and Gordon Turner circulate these duplicate lists. This generates 
funds that go directly to the upkeep of  the library stock. Duplicate books 
have also been donated to the George Starkey hut, Somerhill School,  
Tonbridge, and the Climbers’ Club huts.

The year has been very fruitful for archive acquisitions, particularly  
diaries. Donated by his son Tony, the Frank Smythe archive includes 
his diaries from Kamet, Everest and the Rockies, and photographs 
that survived a conflagration. The Charles Marriott archive, passed on 
to us by our member John Atherton, includes accounts of  climbs with 
Eric Shipton and Denise Evans, but also two voyages with Tilman. Col-
in Kirkus’ diary from Gangotri came by a circuitous route from his 
brother. This diary makes an interesting companion – and contrast –  
to Charles Warren’s diary of  the same expedition, already in the archives. 
Over several visits, we had been helping Susan to sort George Band’s  
books and records. Searches for George’s diary of  his first ascent of  Kang-
chen junga in 1955 failed. However, a visit by Glyn located this at last and 
now we are scanning it to make it readily available for study.

Our honorary keeper of  the photographs Peter Rowland, and his able 
deputy Bernie Ingrams have continued to search the photo collection box-
es, quantify what we have, and scan many at high resolution. Examination 

Above: Nigel Buckley, new AC librarian 
and mixologist.
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of  51 albums in 26 boxes, acquired 
as the Basil Goodfellow collection, 
found some important photos of  
people. For many photos, thumb-
nail images have been added to the 
catalogue in Capture software; cur-
rently, this stands at around 3,500 
images. Overall, it is estimated that 
the entire collections contain 35,000 
images, including George Band’s 
slides, so there is still a lot to do. As 
photo sales manager, Sue Hare has 
continued to gain one-use repro-
duction fees for photos to appear in 

magazines, publicity and journals: always an important source of  income 
to the library.

During 2017, the BMC started a mountain photo collection for viewing 
on their website. We prepared 100 of  our historic photos for the BMC web-
site. Work is also in progress to digitise 1,500 slides of  the Himalaya do-
nated by Harish Kapadia, including transferring these into a better archival 
environment.

Also amongst treasures in the Alpine Club Photo Library are 192 stereo-
scopic slides from AC member Albert Hackett (c1860-1910). We have now 
digitised and electronically cleaned these; they are a treasure and represent 
the great popularity of  stereo pictures during the late Victoria era. We pre-
sented a large framed print of  a photo of  Joseph Biner to the Lauber family 
at the Bahnhof  in Zermatt in June. The daughter of  the Biner family of  
famous guides has married into the Lauber family of  guides who now own 
and run the Bahnhof. The traditional link with the Club has been continued.

Peter organised the new AC Photographic Competition, with John Cleare 
as the chief  judge, and the winners were announced at the annual dinner  
in November. The superb award-winning photos are in the AC Calendar, 
published for 2018.

John Fairley, our honorary keeper of  the paintings, has completed a cat-
alogue and database of  740 paintings and works of  art, each with a thumb-
nail digitised photo for identification. Now we are running trials of  this 
catalogue, ‘The Painting Collection Revealed’, on our visitor desk, so all 
visitors can browse the Club’s paintings.

We have been delighted to receive two large bequests: from Alan Lyall, 
our late member known for his definitive book The Descent of  the Matter
horn; and from Lord Roger Chorley, renowned climber when younger with 
the ACG, and AC president 1983-85. The trustees are applying these to 
speci fic projects to improve the AC collections for future generations of  
mountaineers.

In March, with great regret, we learned of  the death of  Peter Mallalieu, 
who had been our keeper of  the paintings for around 20 years. Peter com-

‘The Fee Glacier and the Allalinhorn’ 
by Hilda Heckle.
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piled The Artists of  the Alpine Club, an important biographical dictionary 
recording the many artists represented in the AC collections.

Every member can, and should, be proud of  the continuing tradition of  
care and access provided by the library team. All our thanks are due to the 
many volunteers who have provided their time an expertise so effectively.

Hywel Lloyd
Chair of  the Alpine Club Library Council

Ben Tibbetts’ winning photograph 
‘Innominata Ridge, Mont Blanc’ in the 
AC Photo Competition 2017.

Setting up the Alpine Club exhibition 
at Frenchay Village Museum, Bristol. 
Alan Freke, curator, greets Tony 
Westcott, who is inspecting the ice 
axe used by Dr Raymond Greene on 
Everest 1933.


