
RECOLLECTIONS OF EARLY BIRMINGHAM 

MEMBERS OF THE ALPINE CLUB.
By WALTER BARROW.

This is an attempt to give the present generation of 
climbers a sketch of some of the men of Birmingham and the 
Midlands who were prominent mountaineers in the last half 
of the 19th Century and with nearly all of whom I was 
personally acquainted.

The Alpine Club the Mother of Alpine Clubs the world 
over was founded in England in 1857 (80 years ago). Three 
of the men of whom I am to speak were among the founders 
and original members of the Club. And one of these three was 
a climber with whose first ascent of the Wetterhorn in 1854 
modern mountaineering as we know it is usually said to have 
begun. All these three were Birmingham men, so that we as 
Midlanders may well be proud of the part this City played in 
its early encouragement of our sport. But before I tell you 
of these and others whose names will be remembered as climbers 
I want to speak of a great Statesman of world wide reputation 
who became a member of the Alpine Club within 12 months 
of its foundation. Very few people know that JOSEPH 
CHAMBERLAIN, who did more than any man to make Birming 
ham what it has become, joined the Alpine Club along with his 
brother-in-law, John Arthur Kenrick in November, 1858. I must 
confess that I was 'surprised myself to find this out when search 
ing the early records of the Alpine Club. Chamberlain was 
then just 22 years of age and he had apparently had two 
holidays among the Swiss mountains. An extract from his life 
by Gardiner reads : 

"A few weeks after his twenty-first birthday .... Joe writes 
from near Chamonix .... 'Here we are on our route to the 
Jardin and after six days, averaging nine hours walking in each, 
exclusive of all halts, in first rate spirits and not the least tired .... 
I have lived, i.e. I have actually crossed three Glaciers.' He goes 
on to say that from the top of the Col. St. Theodule he has had his 
first great view of the Alps; and everyone knows what that means 
.... Twice after this he returns to Switzerland for his summer 
holidays. The next time he takes, with elated vigour, a fine round 
demanding hard going and endurance; he does nothing by halves. 
He sees the Lake of Lucerne, walks from Fluelen to Andermatt, 
thence over the St. Gothard into Italy; from Domo d'Ossola he 
turns towards Macugnaga at the foot of Monte Rosa; zigzags back 
wards across the frontier to the Breithorn; after brushing acquain 
tance with the Corner glacier, he swings on again from Zermatt by 
the Theodule Pass to Aosta. This not being enough for him, he 
proceeds to crowd into this holiday nearly as much more. Marching



back towards Mont Blanc, he crosses from Courmayeur over the 
Col du Geant to Chamonix. Swinging round again into the heart 
of the Alps, he strikes over the Col de Balme down to the Rhone 
Valley, and then to Kandersteg and Grindelwald, finishing in brave 
style by climbing the Wetterhorn. To our peril in life do we seek 
to repeat great joys in the same places. His third and last alpine 
effort was by no means an equal success. It was in the Summer of 
1860, a wretched season of rain and cold."
Towards the end of 1936 I wrote to Sir Austen Chamberlain 

asking if he could give me more information about his father's 
Alpine exploits. He was at the time unable to do so, but told 
me that his father's climbing companion one season was John 
Arthur Kenrick and another season Harry Osier. Shortly after 
wards came Sir Austen's sudden and lamented death so I got 
no further with my quest.

Gardiner is right in speaking about the craze for moun 
taineering amongst young men in Birmingham in the "fifties." 
My own love of the Alps came through my father, the late 
Alderman Richard C. Barrow, who did quite an amount of 
climbing about that time with his cousin the late Richard 
Cadbury. He told me that they went over the old Weissthor 
Pass and the guides thought the climb so dangerous that they 
would not tie them on the rope. When I went over this pass 
many year's afterwards I realised what had happened. The Old 
Weissthor (now very seldom climbed) consists of a steep rib 
of rock descending into the Val Macugnaga flanked on either 
side by couloirs of snow or ice often raked by falling stones. 
We descended by the rocks which are in one place so steep that 
the last man has to descend on the rope by an "abseil." 
Evidently when my father descended the pass the guides, then 
comparatively inexperienced, thought it easiest to go down one 
of the couloirs, but declined to put on the rope so that if there 
had been a fall of stone they would not all have been carried 
away.

JOHN ARTHUR KENRICK who was elected along with Joseph 
Chamberlain, like his brother-in-law, did not long remain a 
member of the Club. They both resigned in 1871. He was a 
well-known Birmingham man who has left many descendants.

Now I must leave these two prominent Birmingham men, 
whose interest in the Alps lasted for a few years only, and come 
to the three Mathews brothers whose names will always be 
remembered among the pioneers of mountaineering.

They were the sons of Jeremiah Mathews of Hagley, a 
well-known land agent, whose firm of J. Mathews & Sons is still 
carried on in Birmingham by his descendants. His eldest son



was WILLIAM MATHEWS. He also was a land agent and 
surveyor and was keenly interested in botany and geology. I 
can only just remember him a quiet, studious-looking man with 
a dark beard. He saw the Alps for the first time in 1853 and 
during the next 15 years and until his health began to fail he 
made many climbs in the Alps. He was one of the first English 
men to reach the top of the Finsteraarhorn. He made the 
first passage of the Eigerjoch and the Lysjoch and the first 
ascent of the Sassiere. His chief interests were, however, scien 
tific rather than athletic and he was a great friend of T. G. 
Bonney, the eminent geologist. William Mathews may be 
regarded as the real founder of the Alpine Club, for he first 
suggested its formation in a letter he wrote to the Revd. F. J. A. 
Hort on 1st February, 1857, and he was present at the meeting 
at the Leasowes, Halesowen, later in the same year when it was 
decided to form the Club. He was President of the Club from 
1868 to 1870. He was an admirer of Elijah Walton, the Alpine 
artist of whom I shall speak later, and owned many of his water 
colour drawings, some of which were afterwards given to the 
Club by his widow. He was keenly interested in Birmingham 
affairs and did much public work, especially in connection with 
the Midland Institute, of which he was one of the founders and 
for some time Hon. Secretary. He served as a Governor of 
King Edward's School and was Bailiff in 1870. He was one 
of the Council of the Mason Science College, afterwards to be 
elevated into the University of Birmingham. After years of ill 
health possibly brought on by sleeping out in the mountains 
as there were then no huts he died in 1901 and lies in the 
graveyard of Hagley Church.

GEORGE SPENCER MATH^WS was the second of the three 
brothers. He was not an original member of the Club as he 
joined in the year after its formation. In his youth he was a 
vigorous and adventurous climber. One of his most famous 
expeditions was in 1865, when with Messrs. Walker and A. W. 
Moore, he made the first ascent of Mont Blanc from 
Courmayeur. They slept at a gite on the Brenva Glacier and 
took about 13 hours to the top. He had ceased climbing for 
many years when I got to know him. He was very active in 
connection with the Midland Institute and the triennial Musical 
Festivals. Although he was quiet and unassuming he had an 
unexpected fund of humour. George Mathews had a dis 
tinguished university career and earned a high reputation in his 
profession as a land agent and surveyor. He was particularly 
kind to young professional men and he has left an affectionate 
memory enshrined in my heart.



And now I come to CHARLES EDWARD MATHEWS, the 
"Young Pretender" as he loved to be called one of the most 
interesting personalities I remember. He was more than 
30 years older than myself and I always regarded him with a 
certain amount of awe as well as of affection. I have a vivid 
recollection, in the year 1894 as a young solicitor only recently 
admitted, of going to see him as an elder practitioner to ask him 
to nominate me for the Alpine Club. He had a room looking 
into Waterloo Street. On its walls were many beautiful Alpine 
sketches and an old ice axe. He was most kind to me and 
readily agreed to do what I asked. My seconder was Cecil 
Slingsby, a great mountaineer famous for his explorations in 
Norway. I remember someone saying to me that he didn't 
know anything of my qualifications (which in fact, were not 
much to boast of) but that I could not have bettered my 
introducers.

Charles Edward Mathews was a solicitor and rose to 
eminence in his profession. He was full of vigour both on the 
mountains and in his work in Birmingham, and by many was 
regarded in his day as the most prominent representative of the 
Alpine Club, of which he was one of the original members and 
President from 1878 to 1880. He frequently wrote to the news 
papers on a variety of subjects, especially on Alpine matters 
and mountaineering accidents. While he shared with his 
brothers their love of literature and their interest in all 
Birmingham affairs, especially the Midland Institute, King 
Edward's School and the Hospitals, he was much more self- 
assertive and liked to be in the public eye. Many years ago, 
Conway became Sir Martin, and I remember Charles Edward 
Mathews taking me on one side and telling me that he had 
written to his friend in the following terms : 

Dear Conway,
What the devil have they knighted you for?

Right truly yours,
C.E.M.

And he said to me, "What do you think Conway replied? He 
said, 'I told them I was a friend of C. E. Mathews and they 
knighted me at once.' "

Morshead speaks of Charles Edward Mathews' weakness 
for good food on the mountains and how on one occasion in an 
Alpine hut he served a dinner of six courses including coffee 
and liqueurs. I remember his telling me a story of how he met 
a strange climber with his guides high on Mont Blanc. The 
stranger was lying on the snow grumbling, exhausted and



thoroughly fed up with life. Mathews asked him what was the 
matter. His reply was "How can anyone help feeling ill with 
this abominable food? Sour bread, meat high and tough and 
no butter and this very rough wine." Charles Edward Mathews 
said, "Well, my dear fellow, what would you say to a nice crisp 
roll with butter and some pate de foie gras?" "Ah, that would 
be delicious, but you can't get such delicious food on the side 
of Mont Blanc." Mathews said, "Ah, that's just where you're 
mistaken." Then turning to his guide, the great Melchior 
Anderegg who always climbed with him, "Melchior, bring your 
rucksack and open it and give this gentleman some of our food." 
And after the stranger had enjoyed the toothsome victuals, 
Mathews said to him, "And now would you like a glass of 
champagne?" "Oh, wouldn't I just." "Well, Melchior, take 
the cork out of that bottle of 'Mumm' and give this gentleman 
a glass." When the two parties separated the stranger felt that 
he had met with a magician able at will to produce such luxuries 
high above the snow-line.

Charles Edward Mathews' active climbing career extended 
over the long period of nearly 50 years from his first visit to. 
the Alps in 1856 almost to his death in 1905. He made an 
immense number of ascents. His chief love among the Swiss 
mountains was Mont Blanc. I believe he climbed it at least 
thirteen times, and in 1898 he published a book on it entitled 
"The Annals of Mont Blanc," in which with amazing thoroughness 
he discusses its first ascent and the relations between Dr. Paccard 
and his guide Jacques Baltnat. In addition to annual visits to 
Switzerland, he was a frequent visitor to the Welsh mountains, 
as he had a house at Machynlleth where he loved to entertain 
his friends. He brought Melchior over to Wales and enter 
tained him at his house and got him to guide his friends on 
Snowdon. Our present Prime Minister, Mr. Neville 
Chamberlain, was once a guest of his in his Welsh home and 
Charles Edward Mathews took him up a rather difficult rock 
chimney.

His vigour was shown in public affairs in Birmingham. 
He was, I believe, the founder of our Children's Hospital. He 
played a great part in the re-organisation of King Edward's 
School and he was for many years Clerk of the Peace. But to 
my mind the matter in which he excelled all others was in his 
speeches at Alpine Club dinners. In those days after-dinner 
speaking at Club dinners was taken more seriously than now-a- 
days. It was not merely a succession of good stories, it was a 

' piece of oratory with its quotations and its rolling periods. 
Leslie Stephen was another great speaker but I think Charles



Edward Mathews excelled everyone. He had a fine presence 
and a deep rolling voice and he took immense pains in the pre 
paration of a good speech. He often used to tell me beforehand 
what he was intending to say. He was a lover of Ruskin's 
majestic prose and I do not think I can do better than quote 
a passage which I remember Mathews quoting as a peroration 
to one of his speeches at a Club dinner. The lines appear in 
"Modern Painters" and Ruskin's object is to show that moun 
tains besides being grand and beautiful are constantly at work 
in renewing the fertility of the cultivable earth.

"It is not in reality a degrading but a true, large and ennobling 
view of the mountain ranges of the world, if we compare them to 
heaps of fertile and fresh earth laid up by a prudent gardener 
beside his garden beds, whence at intervals he casts on them some 
scattering of new and virgin ground. Thus those desolate and 
threatening ranges of dark mountain, which in nearly all ages of 
the world, men have looked up at with aversion or with terror  
and shrunk back from as if they were haunted by perpetual images 
of death are, in reality, sources of life and happiness far fuller 
and more beneficent than all the bright fruitfulness of the plain. 
The valleys only feed, the mountains feed and guard and strengthen 
us. We take our ideas of tearfulness and sublimity alternately from 
the mountains and the sea: but we associate them unjustly. The 
sea wave with all its beneficence is yet devouring and terrible but 
the silent wave of the blue mountain is lifted towards heaven in a 
stillness of perpetual mercy, and the one surge, unfathomable in 
its darkness, the other unshaken in its faithfulness for ever bear 
the seal of their appointed symbolism.

Thy justice is like the great mountains, 
Thy judgments are a great deep."

Charles Edward Mathews died suddenly in 1905 apparently 
almost in the fulness of his powers. He had crowded two or 
three ordinary lives into his 70 years. He was intensely vital  
almost flamboyant. He had an amazing knowledge not only 
of the Swiss Alps, but of English literature especially 
Shakespeare and Dickens.

Mountaineering owes much to the war he waged against 
fool-hardiness and against neglect of elementary precautions. 
I cannot do better than conclude this meagre sketch with an 
extract from his words as quoted at the end of the Alpine 
Obituary in the Journal. "Mountaineering is not dangerous 
provided that the climber knows his business and takes the 
necessary precautions all within his own control to make 
danger impossible. The prudent climber will recollect what he 
owes to his family and his friends. He will not go on a glacier 
without a rope. He will turn his back steadfastly upon wind 
and storm. He will treat a great mountain with the respect it 
deserves. He will not go where avalanches are in the habit of
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falling after fresh snow or wander about beneath an overhanging 
glacier in the heat of a summer afternoon. Above all, if he 
loves the mountains for their own sake, for the lessons they 
can teach and the happiness they can bring, he will do nothing 
that can discredit his manly pursuit or bring down the ridicule 
of the undiscerning upon the noblest pastime in the world."

The last Birmingham mountaineer of whom I propose to 
speak is ALFRED WILLS or, as he was at his death, The Rt. 
Honourable Sir Alfred Wills. Like most of the other men I 
have already mentioned he was a member of an old Unitarian 
family. His father, William Wills, was a well-known solicitor 
of high standing in Birmingham in the first half of the last 
century and resided at Edgbaston. Alfred Wills' first wife was 
a Martineau, a member of a family which has for many years 
stood so high in Birmingham. Wills was born in 1828 and like 
so many other Birmingham boys of his generation went to the 
old Edgbaston Proprietary School. He became a member of 
the Bar and was made a Judge in 1884. He began climbing in 
1846, and in 1854 with his guides, Balmat and Lauener, made 
the first recorded ascent of the Wetterhorn. His charming book 
"Wanderings in the High Alps" was published in 1856. This 
was one of the earliest examples of modern Alpine literature, 
and was so popular that a second edition was soon called for. 
The ascent of the Wetterhorn is described in a most entertaining 
way and Wills' book did so much to popularise climbing that it 
is often said with much truth that modern mountaineering began 
with Wills' ascent of this well-known mountain in 1854.

In 1858 he acquired a piece of land at Sixt in the Chamonix 
Valley on which he built a chalet known as the "Eagle's Nest," 
which has been immortalised in a second book which he wrote 
called "The Eagle's Nest in the Valley of Sixt." He and his 
family made the house their summer home for many years. 
Wills was not only a fine mountaineer, but he had a great love 
and knowledge of Alpine plants and flowers. He made many 
climbs on Mont Blanc and the Aiguilles. One expedition which 
he made with Tyndall in 1858 to plant some self-registering 
thermometer on the top of Mont Blanc nearly met with serious 
disaster. A blizzard blew up while they were digging holes in 
the ice in which to put the thermometer; Balmat's hands were 
badly frost-bitten and the whole party had difficulty in descending 
in safety.

He was a frequent speaker at dinners in the palmy days and 
held his own as a brilliant speaker with that great trio, Leslie 
Stephen, Charles Edward Mathews, and Crawford Grove. I 
remember vividly the speech which he made at the Jubilee
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Dinner of the Club in Lincoln's Inn Hall when Sir Alfred 
returned thanks for the toast of the original members. I cannot 
do better than quote the words of Sir Edward Davidson as, 
when announcing Sir Alfred's death to the Club he recalled that 
historic dinner. "His speech on that occasion will linger long 
in the ears of those who were privileged to hear it. The noble 
features, the dignified presence, the beautiful voice which in old 
age had apparently resumed for this occasion the melodious 
tones of youth, the grace and transparent sincerity of its 
language, and the lambent play of gentle wit and genial humour 
combined to produce an impression on its hearers which was 
worthy of the speaker and which will never be effaced. It was 
a grand last message to the Club which he so loved and to 
whom, though they then knew it not, it was fated that he would 
never speak again."

Sir Alfred Wills very rightly felt strongly as to the respect 
due to him as a Judge. I remember one occasion on which 
Leslie Stephen chaffed him at an Alpine Club dinner about 
having discovered in after life that there were other uses for a 
rope than to cross snow fields with. Wills was quite annoyed, 
as he felt it was scarcely decent to make a pleasantry of the fact 
that it sometimes fell to his lot as a Judge to sentence a criminal 
to death by hanging by the neck. Sir Alfred Wills was a great 
English gentleman a warm and generous friend and Birming 
ham may be proud that he was one of her sons.

The last early member of the Club of whom I wish to 
speak is the artist ELIJAH WALTON who was elected a member 
in 1865. He was a Birmingham man born in 1832. It is stated 
that as a mere boy he became a student at the Birmingham Art 
School. Presumably this was a private school as there was 
then no municipal art school. At the age of 18 he went as a 
student to the Royal Academy where he had already exhibited. 
About 1860 he became acquainted with William Mathews, who 
seems to have given him commissions for paintings of Alpine 
subjects. In 1862 he accompanied William Mathews and the 
geologist, Professor T. G. Bonney, in a journey to the Tarentaise 
and Graian Alps, and after that year he made many visits to the 
Alps as well as to foreign countries including Egypt, Greece 
and Norway. In August, 1880, he died at his home at 
Bromsgrove leaving three boys. There are many examples of 
his work, both oil paintings and water colours, in our own Art 
Gallery and in the rooms of the Alpine Club. We shall all 
remember his picture of Monte Tofana which used to face you 
as you ascended the Gallery stairs. I propose to quote some of 
Professor Bonney's views of Elijah Walton's art.
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"Walton's colouring was peculiar. He delighted in atmospheric 
effects, both in the brilliancy of sunrise and sunset and in the 
delicate grays of mist and rain. I believe he sometijnes failed, as 
Turner has failed, in attempting the impossible .... The forms 
of plants, rocks, and mountains are facts. Knowing as a profes 
sional geologist something of rock structure I have no hesitation in 
asserting that many landscape artists held in high repute have no 
notion of how to draw a rock Walton's best rock drawing is the 
best I know in some respects better even than Turner's. A similar 
tribute must be paid to his snow and ice painting. It may confi 
dently be asserted that no artist has ever painted a snow peak with 
its slopes and cliffs and cornices with so much knowledge, so much 
power and so much poetic feeling as Elijah Walton. One of his 
characteristics was his industry. He lived only for his art. Flowers, 
trees, rocks, figures, clouds, were studied with unwearying patience, 
I lay particular stress on this because he has often been accused 
of scamping his work, and the mists which he introduced (too fre 
quently by far I think) into his Alpine pictures were supposed to be 
for the sake of saving himself trouble. But one must admit certain 
defects of his work. He was undoubtedly too devoted to certain 
effects of atmosphere and colour and repeated them too often. He 
neglected, often, in his passion for skies and mists and snows, the 
details of foreground characteristic of different Alpine districts. 
This fault grew upon him and owing to the life he lived, isolated 
from the society of fellow workers, and from study of their work, 
it was impossible for him to avoid mannerism."

Most of us who know anything of Walton's work will agree 
with the estimate placed on it by his friend Professor Bonney. 
Particularly in his large oil paintings of mountains, he over 
idealised his subject. For instance, I know Monte Tofana fairly 
well, having climbed it and having seen it from many points of 
the compass, and I should certainly never have recognised it in 
the representation which hangs in the Art Gallery. But some 
of his small watercolours give one the true form and colour and 
atmosphere of the mountains and are a delight to look at. I 
make, therefore, no apology for recalling to you the fact that 
Walton was a Birmingham man. Indeed, in spite of his 
mannerisms, we recognise in him a true artist and lover of the 
hills, and as an Association of Birmingham mountaineers we 
should be proud to pay this tribute to his memory.
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