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ALPINE CLUB LIBRARY 

A CHALLENGING AND UNUSUAL YEAR 

In last year’s annual report I noted that 2019 had been a year of change for the 
Library, and expressed the hope for a smooth and stable 2020. How wrong can 
anyone be? So, like every other organisation, the AC Library has had a challeng-
ing and unusual year. 

PEOPLE AND EVENTS 

The year had barely begun when the Covid-19 pandemic struck the UK. Govern-
ment regulations meant that, like every other library, we were forced to close 
our doors to personal visits by both AC members and the general public from 
March. Nevertheless, we put protocols in place so that our Librarian, Honorary 
Librarian and Keepers could continued to come into Charlotte Road on a part-
time and Covid-safe basis to provide as good a service as possible under the 
circumstances. Telephone and email enquiries continued to be dealt with, and 
postal book requests and returns continued to be processed, albeit at a some-
what slower pace than normal. So, I think it is fair to say that while Covid-19 
significantly affected our year it did not dominate it.  I would therefore like to 
express my sincere thanks, and those of all the Library Trustees, to everyone 
concerned for all their efforts to keep things going during this difficult period.  

 

Also early in the year, Neil Cox gave us notice that he wished to step down as 
our Treasurer and as a Trustee after three years in those roles. However, before 
stepping down Neil was intrumental in securing a £25,000 grant from Hackney 
Council in June 2020, as part the coronavirus small business and retail, leisure 
and hospitality grant fund. Again, on behalf of all the Trustees, I would like to 
express my sincere thanks to Neil for all his work, not only for securing this 
very welcome grant but also for simplifying our accounts, generally putting our 
financial house in order over the past few years, and in mentoring his successor 
up to the end of the year. 

 

Knowing in the spring that Neil would be stepping down in the autumn allowed 
us to seek a new Treasurer from amongst the AC membership over the summer. 
We received a number of expressions of interest, but we were very pleased to be 
able to appoint Alan Henderson to the position with effect from the ACL AGM 
in October. Alan has a degree in accounting and finance from the University of 
Glasgow and 15 years experience in banking and commercial finance. Just as 
importantly, Alan is also a very active climber. He is clearly on the ball, because 
almost his first act after appointment was to jet off to New Zealand for three 
months of travelling and climbing before the second lockdown restricted inter-
national travel. Since his return, Alan has overseen our annual accounts and 
return to Companies House for 2020, as well as applying for additional corona-
virus support grants for the ACL and AC, pertaining to the November – Decem-
ber 2020 lockdown period, in collaboration with the AC Hon Treasurer.  
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They say that bad news comes in threes, and in the autumn Nigel Buckley told  
us that he was resigning as ACL Librarian to take up a position in the library at 
Balliol College, Oxford. This was a real blow, because I think it is no exaggera-
tion to say that Nigel has transformed the efficient working and support for 
members by the Library since his appointment, as well as cementing a pretty-
much seamless working relationship between the Library and the AC Office. 
Nigel has been a delight to work with during his time with us, and it is therefore 
a genuine pleasure to thank him for all his work on our behalf. The good news is 
that Nigel is not being completely lost to either the ACL or the AC; he is remain-
ing in post both as Secretary to the ACL Council and as the Keeper of Artefacts. 
So, we look forward to continuing to work with him for many years to come.    

In November 2020, we set about the dauntless task of finding a replacement 
Librarian. We advertised the position widely, within both the mountaineering/
climbing community and the library/museum community. We received a total 
of 27 applications which we whittled down to a longlist of seven, all of whom 
were interviewed online via Zoom. This was reduced to a shortlist of three who 
were subsequently invited to visit the Charlotte Road premises to be shown 
around and interviewed face-to-face. The outcome is that we were unanimous 
in agreeing to offer the position to Beth Hodgett, and I am very pleased to re-
port that she accepted. Beth has an MSc in Visual, Material and Museum an-
thropology from the University of Oxford, and is currently pursuing a PhD, 
based between Birkbeck College, London and the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 
researching the photographic archive of O.G.S. Crawford. As well as a number 
of academic publications, she also has experience of organising exhibitions and 
conferences, and of public engagement and outreach. Beth commenced the role 
of Librarian on a part-time basis in April 2021, and will move to full-time in 
September, when she has completed and submitted her PhD thesis. Almost 
from her first day, Beth had to set about the task of organising the phased re-
opening of the Library following an internal review. This has involved establish-
ing a click & collect service so that members can order books in advance and 
collect them contact-free, as well as the option to book in-person Library visits 
on two days per week. Hand sanitizing stations have been established, and the 
Clubhouse has been registered with the government’s track & trace programme 
so that visitors can check in via their smartphones using the QR code posters 
displayed around the building. 

After a relatively quiet year during which the number of enquiries was well 
down on previous years, presumably due to both national and international 
travel restrictions, activity is now starting to pick up. So, we are all looking for-
ward to fully re-opening the Library in September 2021, after our annual sum-
mer closure and when Beth will start working on a full-time basis. 

SERVICES AND COLLECTIONS 

PEOPLE AND EVENTS 

COLLECTIONS DATABASE 

At the risk of repeating myself, I would 
like to remind everyone again that the 
Library is much more than just books. 
We use the term Library as a catch-all 
name, since the Alpine Club Library 
actually houses and takes responsibility 
for all the Club’s collections, comprising 
over 30,000 books, magazines, journals 
and expedition reports; 40,000 photo-
graphs and slides; around 700 paintings, 
prints and drawings; the Alpine Club 
document archive; and the collection of 
around 300 mountaineering artefacts. 
Most of these items are now listed on 
our Koha cataloguing system. This 
enables cross-referencing between all 
items in the database, and thus allows 
for a  simple and user-friendly search 
facility that can be accessed via the 
Library page of the Club’s website at: 
http://www.alpine-club.org.uk/ac2/ac-
media/library  
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Beth Hodgett our new Librarian (centre) 
photographed in the library with Barbara 
Grigor-Taylor (Hon. Librarian) and Philip 
Meredith (Chair of the ACL Council). 

 

VISITORS 

Not surprisingly, visitor numbers were much reduced over the year because we were 
unable to host any after mid-March 2020. Nevertheless, in January Nigel and Barbara 
arranged an exhibition on Leadership, Resilience and Overcoming Obstacles for a group 
of boys from Hoe Bridge School, Woking, with Victor Saunders giving a lecture on the 
same topic. In early March, Nigel also arranged an exhibition and lecture on the history 
of the AC for the Rockhoppers Mountaineering Club. 

 

CLUBCASTS 

After March 2020, it was no longer possible to hold the normal bi-weekly AC lectures in 
the Lecture Hall at Charlotte Road. As a result, Nicholas Hurndall-Smith, Nigel Buckley, 
Sherry Macliver and Michael de la Rue initiated the Alpine ClubCast series; short lec-
tures and presentations shared on the Zoom platform. These proved to be extremely 
popular, often with around 150 members from all across the UK and abroad logging on 
to view them. Even larger numbers of the general public logged on to view them on Face-
book. Importantly, a library archive of all the past lectures (more than 20) has been pro-
duced; with each presentation edited and made available on YouTube.  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCgoaAomJnfVxyo62Rkkv76A 

http://www.alpine-club.org.uk/ac2/ac-media/library
http://www.alpine-club.org.uk/ac2/ac-media/library


EXHIBITIONS 

Sadly, we were only able to mount a single art exhibition in the Lecture Hall at Charlotte 
Road; that was during the first few months of 2020 before the first lockdown. This was a 
visually outstanding exhibition of photographs by Fi Bunn entitled Alpine Nunataks, 
featuring the glacial islands of the Valais region. All the other art exhibitions planned for 
2020 by Simon Pierse, Keeper of Pictures, had to be postponed because we were unable 
to admit visitors to the Clubhouse. Simon now hopes to mount these exhibitions during 
2022. 

In spite of this hiatus, we were not idle, and we have great plans for exhibitions during 
2021. An exhibition of books, maps and documents on pre-1921 surveying of routes to the 
Himalayan peaks through Sikkim was displayed in the theatre in March 2020 to coincide 
with a lecture on climbing in Sikkim. This led to plans being formulated by Barbara for a 
major exhibition in 2021 to commemorate the 1921 Everest reconnaissance expedition 
and the 1922 and 1924 climbing expeditions. Barbara has spent a huge amount of time 
throughout the year researching and identifying original pre-1925 Everest material in the 
AC Collections for the exhibition, and writing an accompanying catalogue. 

The result of these endeavours is Everest – By Those Who Were There. This amazing 
exhibition will celebrate the centennial of the 1921 reconnaissance of Mount Everest and 
the first attempts to reach the summit in 1922 and 1924. It will use the words of the expe-
dition members themselves to tell the story, from the first suggestions to tackle the 
mountain made in the 19th century to the successes and failures of the first expeditions 
and final tragedy of 1924. Through the climbers' diaries, journals and letters, through 
their art work and photographs, and from their clothing and equipment, visitors to the 
exhibition will gain new insight into how these men thought and what they accomplished. 
Barbara was ably assisted in putting this exhibition together by Nigel Buckley (Keeper of 
Artefacts), Bernie Ingrams (Keeper of Photographs) and Glyn Hughes (Honorary Archi-
vist). Much of the material in the exhibition has either not been shown before, or will be 
shown for the first time in a century. The exhibition will run from Tuesday 27th July until 
October 2021. We hope that both Club members and the public will take advantage of this 
rare opportunity to experience Everest - By Those Who Were There. It provides a  won-
derful opportunity to celebrate both the work of the Alpine Club and the Alpine Club 
Library in preserving and curating climbing history, and the Club’s key role in the first 
expeditions to Mount Everest. The Everest centennial exhibition will be accompanied by a 
comprehensive catalogue that reproduces every item shown; it is a compelling publica-
tion, and likely to become a collector's item in its own right. 

The year 2021 also marks the centenary of the founding of the Pinnacle Club. With the 
benefit of a Heritage Lottery Grant, the club has been able to preserve its heritage 
through digitising and cataloguing its photograph and film collection, and creating an 
oral history. Celebratory events are planned throughout 2021, including a joint Alpine 
Club-Pinnacle Club exhibition to be held at Charlotte Road in November and December. 

BOOKS 

Because the ACL is an active 
library, we aim to continually en-
hance the collection by attempting 
to obtain all interesting new books 
published on climbing and moun-
taineering. Success requires con-
siderable effort, and involves 
negotiating with publishers to 
obtain either complimentary or 
heavily discounted copies of newly 
published books, but occasionally 
we have to pay the full price. 
Luckily, the year saw strong sales 
of duplicate books from the regu-
lar lists produced by Barbara.  

The income from this not only 
helps to fund the purchase of new 
books but also the funding of 
substantial conservation and res-
toration projects for books, photo 
albums and archives. So, the 
duplicate book lists provide AC 
members with a great opportunity 
to buy historical (and sometimes 
rare) mountaineering literature at 
very favourable prices while simul-
taneously helping to enhance and 
preserve the collection. 

The Matterhorn with dramatic sunset colouring. Photo: Fi Bunn 
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Sunset from Mont Blanc (1873)  by Gabriel 
Loppé. The last oil painting to be added to the 
AC collection on the Art UK database. 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

As for other parts of the collections, 
the coronavirus lockdown meant that 
physical presence in the Photo Li-
brary was suspended from mid-March 
2020. Nevertheless, we were able to 
respond to email enquiries where 
requested images were already 
scanned or held in our database.  

The list of archived films was revised 
and updated, and climbing films by 
Leo Dickinson and Eric Jones have 
been donated to the library and added 
to the archive. A list of potential pho-
tographs for the forthcoming AC 
Everest centennial exhibition was 
produced. Additionally, we have 
provided images for an article on the 
Duke of Abruzzi in the Himalayan 
Journal, and Sue Hare has been 
working with Thames & Hudson on a 
book/exhibition project on mountain 
photography. She also expects to find 
herself providing material for the 
Alpine component of the Macromicro 
project On the Trail of the Glaciers, 
once it is able to restart.    

Scanning of the Frank Smythe slide 
collection presented by his son, and 
of the Mike Westmacott slide collec-
tion has been completed thanks to the 
efforts of Peter Payne. Jeremy White-
head’s extensive photo collection has 
been delivered to Charlotte Road, and 
Loretta Bonington has kindly donated 
Ian McNaught Davis’s mountaineering 
slides that relate to the British Soviet 
Pamirs Expedition 1962. 

ART UK 

Throughout the year, Simon Pierse (Keeper of Pictures ) has been working with 
The Watercolour World (TWW) to digitise works on paper from the Club's pic-
ture collection. TWW should not  be confused with ArtUK, although the two 
online databases are, in fact, the brainchild of the same person; Fred Hohler. 
The aim of TWW is to create a searchable database of topographical watercol-
ours that depict locations around the world. The focus is on paintings made 
before 1900, that is before photography became the major documentary 
tool. The philosophy behind this is to show how watercolour painting has con-
tributed to recording the changing world in which we live. In February 2020, 
using a state-of-the art portable scanner, Simon worked with Ambrose Robert-
son and a volunteer from TWW to scan around 50% of the Club's works on pa-
per. Some of these images are in sketchbooks and have rarely, if ever, been seen 
outside the collections before. Since the scanner can scan work behind glass, it 
was also possible to scan some of the largest framed watercolours in our collec-
tion and to tile them together into a single image.  This work is of immense im-
portance to the Club because so many of our previous digital images were taken 
from slides and have a colour cast. Of particular value are the many sketches 
and watercolours of glaciers in the collection. With the predictions of further 
global warming, they bear testimony to the speed of climate change over the 
past 150 or more years. Unlike Art UK, TWW does not sell images, and the im-
ages on their website are not downloadable. However, TWW has provided the 
Club with full, high-resolution images which we can use and also sell to gener-
ate much-needed income for the maintenance and conservation of our painting 
collection. We had hoped to scan the remaining watercolours by early 2021 but 
this has had to be postponed until after the Library fully re-opens. Images of all 
pictures from the collection that have been digitised to date can be viewed at: 

https://www.watercolourworld.org/collection/alpine-club 

Art UK is a cultural education charity 
that enables on-line access to UK art 
collections that are not normally on 
public view. The ACL has now been a 
member for two years. Initially we 
put 70 of the best pictures from the 
AC collection on-line through Art UK. 
Janet Johnson has now selected more 
of our best pictures so that we have 
been able to increase the number to 
99;  the limit for our current category 
of membership. As well as viewing 
the pictures, AC members and the 
public can purchase prints in a range 
of sizes from the Art UK Shop. This  
not only provides a resource for 
members but also a valuable source 
of income for the Library to use for 
restoration purposes. If our involve-
ment continues to be successful and 

income from sales increases then we 
will consider upping our membership 
category to the next level which will 
allow us to display up to 299 pictures; 
close to half of the total AC collection. 

Please visit: https://artuk.org for 
more details, to view the pictures and 
to purchase prints. 

PICTURES 
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Monte Viso (N.D) by Elijah Walton.  
Image from The Watercolour World 
database of the AC collection. 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.watercolourworld.org%2Fcollection%2Falpine-club&data=04%7C01%7C%7C1f3e92d3a81740b366f708d89b67070b%7C1faf88fea9984c5b93c9210a11d9a5c2%7C0%7C0%7C637430214137032277%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8ey
https://artuk.org


For obvious reasons, there have been far fewer visi-
tors during the past year than in normal years, but 
the level of enquiries has held up; although without 
access to the physical archive our ability to respond 
promptly has been affected. 

Accessions have also been fewer than normal, but 
include letters written home from the Alps after an 
early ascent of the Jungfrau, and a diary from an ex-
pedition to the Langtang Himal in 1949. This latter 
was one of the earliest expeditions to the Himalaya 
after WWII, and the diary was from Peter Lloyd; a 
sometime AC President. The expedition was led by 
Bill Tilman. Since Tilman’s own diaries having ended 
up in a library in the US Midwest, material from oth-
er members of his expedition are of particular inter-
est. 

Among the Club’s own records is a complete collec-
tion of newsletters and circulars sent to members 
since the foundation of the Club to the present time. 
The items issued up to 1967 were bound into three 
massive volumes, each weighing several kilograms. 
Although the contents were well preserved, the bind-
ings had deteriorated badly due to the weight of the 
contents. We therefore commissioned our excellent 
conservator, Cyril Titus, to rebind the first volume, 
and make a strong storage box to conserve it. This 
work has been a great success, and Cyril is now work-
ing on rebinding and conserving the other two vol-
umes. 

ARCHIVES 
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Craftsmen making boots for the 1953 Everest Expedition at Robert Lawrie’s. Photograph 
from the Lawrie Archive.  

Ongoing conservation to the Club Circulars.  

ARTEFACTS 

We had planned to complete the 
task of photographing the entire 
Artefact collection during 2020, 
but unfortunately the Covid-19 
lockdowns put paid to that aspira-
tion. We will aim to complete that 
task when it becomes possible to 
allocate space to lay out the mate-
rial and to allow a photographer to 
work in the Clubhouse. That task 
has now become a little larger be-
cause we have had new artefacts 
donated to the collection during 
the year. Robert Lawrie, the fa-
mous maker of mountaineering 
and climbing, donated an archive 
of photographs and examples of 
their climbing boots; the first of its 
kind in the AC Artefacts collection.  

It is also worth noting that our 
Keeper of Artefacts felt compelled 
to contact National Geographic 
when he saw that they were using 
an image of the wrong ice axe in an 
article featuring Sandy Irvine. The 
original, and correct, Irvine ice axe 
is of course held in the AC collec-
tion.  



 

 MONUMENTS 

Like other areas, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a frustrating impact on ef-
forts to identify and conserve the monuments of the Alpine Club in all but one 
area.  There is a growing enthusiasm amongst members to ensure that the 
objects that represent our heritage and lie dotted around the alps are not for-
gotten or allowed to fall into disrepair. 

Bill Roberts contacted us to ensure that the grave of John Emery did not fall 
into obscurity.  Emery died on the Weisshorn and is buried in Zermatt not far 
from the grave of the unknown mountaineer.  He participated in the ill-fated 
Oxford University expedition to Haramosh in 1957 and was gravely injured by 
frostbite.  Nevertheless, he continued climbing until an accident befell him in 
1963. 

Raymond Peto is buried somewhere in Interlaken according to William New-
som.  Peto was a very significant member of the club in the inter-war years.  
The location of his grave and the manner of his death are currently a mystery 
yet to be solved. John Allen wrote to inform the Keeper of the grave of Rich-
ard Harris, a member of the ACG who succumbed to hypothermia near to the 
summit of Mont Blanc in 1966.  He is buried in Chamonix and his grave will 
be visited once the pandemic allows. 

The grand project at present remains the movement and conservation of the 
Matthews Monument in Chamonix.  It is fitting that the monument should be 
moved to the Parc Couttets on the other side of the terminal moraine on 
which the old observatory stands because progress has been unavoidably gla-
cial.  The Mayor of Chamonix is a strong supporter of the project and the op-
portunity it presents to reinforce the connection between the town, the Alpine 
Club and British alpinists more generally.  Hope still exists that it will be in its 
new setting by the summer of 2021.  The picture of the monument illustrates 
the current setting that this monument endures. Matthews was an important 
and humble figure in the Club. His contribution was recognized by the mem-
bers not only by the establishment of this lasting memorial but by the fact that 
it was the Bishop of Bristol who wrote the inscription making subtle reference 
to the way in which Matthews  supported his brother who became a founding 
member of the AC.  Later he went on to write what was then the definitive 
history of Mont Blanc. 

The Keeper is not just interested in past monuments but future ones too!  
Doug Scott made an unparalleled contribution to British mountaineering and 
it is only fitting that some lasting memorial be established which will join the 
long list of great lines he pioneered.  Peter Holden has suggested a memorial 
in Doug’s home town of Nottingham and another option is something in the 
Lake District, possibly at Doug’s local pub, The Old Crown.  It may be fitting 
to achieve both to recognize the contribution Doug made to Britain and the 
contribution he made to the AC. 

The Keeper is very grateful indeed for the enthusiasm with which so many 
members regard the monuments.  It has certainly helped to sustain him dur-
ing this great incarceration and he hopes very much to be able to continue his 
work in visiting and conserving the last resting place of members throughout 
the Alps in due course. 

The Matthews Monument in its cur-
rent location outside the old Couttets 
Hotel in Chamonix. 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Finally, as ever,  I cannot end this 
report without expressing gratitude 
to everyone in the Library Team 
and to all the Volunteers who gave 
their time so ungrudgingly 
throughout this exceptional year. 
In particular, I would like to thank 
all the Keepers and our new Li-
brarian both for their custodial 
efforts and for supplying me with 
the details necessary to compile 
this report. Without your efforts the 
ACL simply could not function. 
Thank you!  

 

Philip Meredith 

Chair of the Council of Trustees 
of the Alpine Club Library 

May 2021 
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