
TRAVE L L ER  PARTNERSH IPS

 Instilling the joy of travel from an early age is 
perhaps one of the greatest gifts we can give 
to children – and few have done more to 

champion this than John Bowden, under whose 
tireless care some 1 million children have been 
able to see the world over the past 50 years.
 
Born in South Wales in 1947, John Bowden 
found his passion for travel ignited by a trip  
to Austria with his school in the 1950s. From 
that point on he was hooked, from the thrill  
of the journey – he had a particular love for  
the romance of flying and an interest in aircraft 
– to the excitement of discovering new places. 
Driven by a wish that every child, regardless  
of background, should have the opportunity  
to experience the wonder of new horizons and 
create lifelong memories, he joined the travel 
industry in 1969 with a specific focus on skiing 
and then school travel, a field in which he 
became a true pioneer. He went on to acquire  
a number of hotels and found several 
educational and winter-sports companies, 
including SchoolPlan in 1977, SkiBound for 
Schools in 1985, SkiPlan/STS in 1999, Select 
Chalets & Hotels in 2008 and Select School 
Travel in 2015, before his death in 2019.
 
‘Skiing was especially close to his heart,’ says 
his son, Martyn Bowden, managing director  
of Select School Travel. ‘He adored being in 
the mountains with the bright blue sky and  
the sun shining on his face, searching for the 
ever-perfect piste.’ His favourite spot was 
Chalet Panorama in Maria Alm, Austria, 
where to this day the name John Bowden is 
carved into the wall and guests can gather in 
front of a roaring fire in John’s Great Room.
 
When not hitting the slopes, Bowden was fond 
of visiting sunnier climes, from Barbados and 
Nevis to Phuket and Mauritius. ‘He was truly 

happy when travelling,’ says his daughter, 
Hayley. ‘He never took visiting other parts  
of the world for granted and was always looking 
for new places to go, while also appreciating  
the returns to countries he loved. He taught  
us that there is so much to see in the world, so 
many breathtaking views to witness, so many 
different cultures to experience.’ As a family 
man, however, his favourite place in the world 
was at his home, overlooking the South Downs, 
and indeed he was quick to credit the support  
of his wife, Marie, for enabling him to travel 
the world building up his business.  
 
As well as his infectious love of travel, it was 
John Bowden’s pursuit of excellence that set 
him apart and ensured the longevity of his 
career – his attention to detail, knowing every 
school party by name and always going above 
and beyond to ensure the perfect experience.  
‘A school group was stranded just before 
Christmas,’ Martyn recalls. ‘The flight was 
cancelled, with no other options. My father 
decided to charter an aircraft to bring them 
home to their parents in time to share the 
special day: the alternative was simply not 
acceptable in my father’s eyes.’ 
 
Going the extra mile like this was what 
cemented John Bowden’s reputation as  
the number one in educational tours, and  
he worked tirelessly at it – just last year,  
Select was named the fastest-growing  
company in the sector. The Bowden family 
plan to build on this legacy to celebrate  
and continue his achievements. In today’s 
increasingly unsettled and inflamed world,  
the power of travel to heal and educate has 
never been more necessary or vital.
 
selectchalets-hotels.com 
selectschooltravel.com

S I M P L Y  T H E  B E S T
Beyond the big names, the travel industry is full of unsung heroes 

whose efforts have made a real difference to people’s lives. Here we 
pay tribute to one such person, John Bowden, and celebrate everything 

he did to help children from all backgrounds discover the world
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with his wife, Marie


