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Speaker Profile: Benedict Allen

Benedict Allen, author, explorer, public speaker and presenter, is one of Britain's best known explorers. He has published nine books, two of them bestsellers, and his pioneering films of his expeditions – occasionally with a film crew but more typically without – have paved the way for the current generation of TV adventurers. Uniquely in television, his philosophy is to immerse himself in extreme or alien environments, relying not on satellite phones and other “backup” but to go alone and learn from indigenous people. 

He read Environmental Science at the University of East Anglia, where he crammed three scientific expeditions (to a volcano in Costa Rica, remote forest in Brunei and a glacier in Iceland) into his final year. There then followed a short stint at the University of Aberdeen where he worked out how to undertake his first independent expedition, a crossing from the mouth of the Orinoco to the mouth of the Amazon.

The idea he developed became the cornerstone for all his future ventures: he would immerse himself among indigenous, so-called "tribal," people and hope for their assistance - they saw many apparently hostile environments, such as the Amazon and Borneo, as a home rather than threat. If he went to them alone, and did successfully sink into their world, he might gain a different perspective that he could explore.

 Having worked in a warehouse to gain funds, there followed his first solo journey - from the mouth of the Orinoco to the mouth of the Amazon, during which, famously, he had to resort to eating his dog. Next came six months spent in New Guinea, when he underwent a brutal male initiation ceremony in order to try and understand something of the world of the Niowra, or so-called "Crocodile People" - with other initiates being permanently scarred, and then beaten every day for 6 weeks, to be made a man "as strong as a crocodile";

Twenty years on, few Westerners have spent so long continuously isolated in so many remote natural environments. With the help of Matses Indians he's crossed the Amazon Basin, a journey of almost eight months; and has twice lived with Aborigines in the Gibson Desert - the first time arriving in Australia by canoe across the treacherous Torres Strait - and also spent time with the Iban (Borneo), and almost six months travelling three thousand miles through Mongolia by horse and camel. 

His Video Diary, RAIDERS OF THE LOST LAKE, gained the highest viewing figures in the history of the format; there followed his BBC TV series THE SKELETON COAST, the story of his arduous three and a half month walk with reluctant camels through the Namib Desert; and EDGE OF BLUE HEAVEN, about his time in Mongolia, when two of his camels and three horses tragically died after an attack from bloodsucking flies. 

He presented MOMBASA TO THE MOUNTAINS OF THE MOON, a film for the BBC's prestigious Great Railway Journeys series; more recently THE BONES OF COLONEL FAWCETT, about his search for an explorer in the Mato Grosso, and a major BBC series and book LAST OF THE MEDICINE MEN, investigating shamans and so-called witchdoctors around the world.

Benedict has more recently completed a 1000 mile trek through Siberia with a dog team in the worst winter in living memory. This was the subject of ICEDOGS, his most recent TV series for the BBC. This autumn he launched his highly praised anthology of adventurers, The Faber Book of Exploration -with excerpts from heroic pioneers ranging from Burton to James Cook, Shackleton and Mallory (as well as many unsung explorers, past and present). It is, according to the Literary Review, a "monumental feat of compilation and editing." 

Benedict is a much sought-after public speaker in Britain and Europe, but also gives talks, when time permits, at schools. 

Benedict's presentations show how over twenty years he has achieved his goals by remaining focused and utterly committed to his final objective, surviving adversity in the harshest of environments around the world. His extraordinary record of success demonstrates the importance of drawing upon the resources within and around us and also the value of teamwork - the Amazon jungle, just like the corporate world, is too big to fight alone.

Using his formidable experience of surviving against the odds, whether in creating an Arctic dog team from scratch at minus 45 degrees, crossing the 5,600 mile Amazon Basin without a map, or undergoing the world's harshest male initiation ceremony to become "a man as strong as a crocodile," Benedict gives a stunning demonstration of how we can succeed in our own deserts and jungles back home.

Talks in 2005 have included, among many others, an after-dinner speech to Deutsche Bank in Frankfurt, and a keynote speech for an international conference for Intel, in Paris. At a more informal level, his many talks in 2005 included one at the Daily Telegraph Adventure Travel Show. Here’s a full review: 

“Best in show? The talk titled 'Near Death' by Benedict Allen, the explorer. He sported a pale blue shirt and beige trousers, the 'relaxed, crinkled' look. Launching straight in, without notes, he recounted anecdotes from his many expeditions. Stunning images of people, animals, scenery, claustrophobic and desolate by turn, flicked upon the screen. We lived with him being shot at, learning jungle skills from children, taking part in rituals, struggling with stubborn camels and making difficult decisions. Like having to eat his dog to stay alive. 'He was my friend' He added quietly. I wondered how desperate I'd have to be to eat mine and couldn't help a huge surge of sadness. 

Scary, funny, sad shocking, exciting and much more. He, in his kind and easy manner, guided and upported us through a world of experience and emotion. At the end I couldn't work out why my eyes felt peculiar, dry, sort of. Then I realized. I hadn't blinked.”

Testimonials

The points you made on teamwork and the "power" of the individual, plus your enthusiasm, gave a perfect motivation and start to our conference." Chief Executive, Sericol Ltd., Madrid conference.

Benedict Allen speaking recently.  "We were enthralled by Benedict's keynote presentation at our conference… Benedict scored by far the highest marks of all the presenters. He was described as "inspirational," "an excellent spirit lifter," and just "superb". UK Marketing Manager, Progress Software Ltd,, UK summit.

"Your amazing Amazon adventures kept our audience spellbound. Although I am sure most would find the prospect of such a journey daunting, they will never-the-less have taken on board your lesson on the ability of men and women to overcome extreme adversity and succeed in the end." IBM Ltd, south of France conference. 

