
Teach, Learn & Conserve
Century-Old Tacoma Mountaineers Trekking Toward the Future

By Jill Sanford

I magine standing at the top of a snowy peak above miles of 
hills and forests without a building in sight. Or picture your-
self sea kayaking on the silver waters of the Puget Sound 

as moon jelly fish f loat past your paddle. Or how about taking a 
crash course in sailing, or zooming through the countryside on 
your bicycle or even learning traditional folk dances? 

Members of the Tacoma Mountaineers experience all this 
and more. 

Nestled in the heart of the beautiful and rugged South 
Sound area, Tacoma is the meeting place for outdoor 
enthusiasts of all kinds. But no group in the area is quite so 
passionate, widespread or long-lived as the Mountaineers. The 
club is dedicated to sharing the thrill of outdoor adventure and 
conservation with all residents of the area. 

A popular misconception of the Mountaineers is that the 
group is just for hardcore mountain climbers. While there is 
certainly a place for those individuals in the organization, the 
club is really about much more. Not only does it host and teach 

a wide variety of sports, activities and social events that it  
hosts and teaches, the Mountaineers also has a rich history  
that spans more than 100 years.

100 Years +
When the Tacoma Mountaineers were founded in 1912, the 

West was still wild and unruly but it was quickly changing 
as cities sprouted and 
expanded. Early members 
would hike with alpenstocks 

— long wooden poles with 
iron tips — and the ladies 
wore bloomers, full skirts 
and hats with f lowers and 
feathers as they trudged up 
the mountainside. 

“The programs were 
robust right from the start,” 

Learn More
Tacoma Mountaineers
2302 N. 30th St., Tacoma 
253.566.6965

Join onLine
It’s easy to register online 
at mountaineers.org. 

“The more exposure  
people get to nature,  
the more they develop 
the desire to protect it.” 
- Geoff Lawrence, former Tacoma 
Mountaineers chairman

Frying Pan Glacier, 
Mount Rainier 
National Park
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says Geoff Lawrence, the former chair-
man of the Tacoma branch. Activities in 
those early days included “local walks” 
and boat trips across the Narrows as 
well as expeditions to the summit of 
Mount Rainier. Other popular outings 
included the Wonderland Trail and the 
Carbon Glacier Trail, both of which are 
still popular hikes today. 

Even back in the early days, the 
Mountaineers were a family-oriented 
organization. Members would join and 

often stick around for life. Brunhilde 
“Bruni” Wislicenus did so. At 26, Bruni 
joined the Mountaineers with her parents 
in 1940. After spending more than six 
decades as a Mountaineer, she died in 
2007 and left her entire estate, about $1.5 
million dollars, to the organization. 

Bruni’s generous donation allowed 
the Tacoma Clubhouse — a meeting 
space, lecture hall, museum and class-
room — to be rebuilt. Hers wasn’t the 
only donation that made the building 
possible. The original 1956 clubhouse 
was built on land donated by Lee 
Gallagher. Located at the bottom of 
North 30th in Old Town Tacoma, this 
space has seen over a half century of 
Mountaineers learn the ropes. 

Clubhouse Redesigned  
and Rebuilt

A few years ago, the Tacoma 
Mountaineers decided their antiquated 
clubhouse just wasn’t going to cut it in 

the 21st century. “It was a concrete slab,” 
says Lawrence, laughing. “In the winter, 
classes would almost be over before the 
place actually started to warm up.” With 
Bruni’s gift and the architectural insight 
from Amy DeDominicis of Tacoma 
Design Collaborative, the dreams of the 
Tacoma branch became a reality and a 
new program center was built. 

“In the new building I wanted a tipping 
of the hat to the design of the original,” 
says DeDominicis. The new space is 
both beautiful yet functional. It combines 
modern architectural style with warm 
wood elements and has an almost cabin- 
like feel. Her design incorporates “subtle 
cues from the original structure” such 
as “combined concrete, wood, glass and 
steel elements.” 

The architect explains that her heart 
was in the design from start to finish: 

“The Mountaineers do more for the 
community and the environment than 
most people realize.” 

Youth PrograMs
Summer is the ideal time 
for youth to get involved 
in a variety of programs 
that include both summer 
camps and year-round 
activities. There are four 
age brackets for children 
and young adults. The 
Junior Mountaineers 
camp is for ages 6-12. 
the explorers program 

is for 10 to 13-year-olds 
interested in going on 
one or two outdoor 
explorations each 
month, and the south 
sound Mountaineers 
adventure Club 
teaches those 14-19 
backcountry skills, lead-
ership and more. Many 
programs encourage 
parent involvement.

tradition 
of robust 
PrograMs
The Mountaineers 
of today continue to 
live up to the legacy 
of adventure that 
they have inherited, 
being widely recog-
nized as having one 
of the best basic 
climbing programs 

not just in the area, 
but in the world. 

The teacher-to-
student ratio is  
low and the hours 
logged by volunteers 
are massive. 

There are six more 
branches and almost 
10,500 members 

in the state, many 
of which give back 
in volunteer hours 
as teachers. It is a 
nonprofit organi-
zation with classes 
run mostly by volun-
teers and dues are 
paid once a year by 
class members. the 
annual $73 fee is 
tax deductable. c
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Catherine Winslow, one 
of The Mountaineers’ 

f irst cross country skiers 
at Paradise in 1916
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stewardshiP 
and Conservation 

The Mountaineers place 
emphasis on youth programs 
primarily to develop a love 
of the outdoors and sense of 
conservation with each new 
generation. “Conservation and 
environmental appreciation 
is a key facet of enjoying 
the outdoors and the 
Mountaineers so it’s necessary 
to bring that to our youth 
programs, as well!” explains 
Brigit Anderson, Tacoma 
Youth Programs coordinator. 

Adults involved with 
the club participate in the 
stewardship programs as well. 
Members see themselves as 
citizens of the public lands 
system and believe they have 
a duty to protect it . Low-
impact recreation and “Leave 
No Trace” principles are 
taught and practiced by the 
organization. Volunteers help 
maintain the trails that they 
love so much and participate 
in a variety of other critical 
preservation work. 

The legacy of the 
Mountaineers is to conserve 
and enjoy, and to encourage 
and teach others to do the 
same. As Lawrence explains, 

“The more exposure people 
get to nature the more they 
develop the desire to protect 
it .” Outdoor enthusiasts are 
affected by the wilderness as 
much as they have the power 
to affect it .

oLYMPia branCh
The Olympia branch has 
more than 700 members 
and just celebrated its 50th 
anniversary. It hosts a popular 
monthly potluck and branch 
chairman Mike McIntosh 
notes, “Our members enjoy 
top quality instruction and 
a community of like-minded 
enthusiasts to enjoy it with.” 
olympiamountaineers.org

DeDominicis is now a Mountaineer 
herself, along with her 9-and 11-year-old 
children. “We wanted to get them outside 
and away from the numerous distractions 
provided by TV, video games and the 
computer. It seemed a perfect fit for  
our family.”

The Tacoma Mountaineers is the  
only branch outside of Seattle with its  
own clubhouse and meeting place.  
Having its own program center has  
been a key part of establishing a sense 
of community for this sector of the club, 
which has 1,136 members. 

Decked out in historic photos, gear and 
a 26-foot climbing wall, the new clubhouse 
hosts classes, free public lectures and 
more. It’s often rented out for weddings, 

receptions, seminars and memorials. 
A tour of the clubhouse makes one 

thing perfectly clear — the Mountaineers 
are a group that values legacy. The 
history and community of this organiza-
tion is as strong as the mountains. “The 
Mountaineers respect and honor tradition; 
there are a lot of people whose shoulders 
we have stood on to get where we are now,” 
says Lawrence.to
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Climbing Party on 
Nisqually Glacier, 1920
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