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			Translator’s introduction

			

			When on 4 July 1953 Hermann Buhl returned to camp at 23,000 feet from a successful solitary attempt on Nanga Parbat’s 26,620-foot summit, he set the seal on what must almost certainly remain the outstanding achievement by a single human being in the long and yet unfinished history of mountaineering. Whatever circumstances may have combined to drive him to a performance so wildly contrary to all known rules and standards of prudent climbing practice, however undesirable the pattern may be for imitation by other more normally-conducted expeditions, the cold facts are that he had achieved something so far beyond the accepted limits of human possibility that, without the incontrovertible photographic and other evidence he brought back with him, one might at the time have been excused for doubting the authenticity of this manifestly true story. The astonishing facts are that, singularly ill-provided with food and drink, without the aid of oxygen, and absolutely alone, he climbed the last 4,000 feet of a Himalayan giant which had over the years already claimed thirty-one lives, undertaking at times technically difficult rock climbing over completely unknown ground at an altitude normally precluding any such physical effort, and finally reaching his objective late in the evening of a day involving seventeen hours of continuous effort. There he methodically took a number of faultless photographs, changed a film in the process and even built a miniature cairn, before committing his exhausted mind and body to a descent he knew to be technically even more difficult than the ascent had proved. Darkness caught him high up on the peak, forcing him to risk the most incredible bivouac in climbing history – at 26,000 feet, a height at which, according to the rules, a night in the open meant certain death from exposure, but miraculously the weather was exceptionally still and warm by Himalayan standards and somehow Buhl lived through it. At dawn he renewed his lonely fight to escape from the mountain’s clutches and battle his way back to shelter, sustenance and human companionship, still 3,000 feet below. Exhausted and suffering from wild hallucinations, he tottered, reeled and fell, on frost-bitten feet, back to life and safety. For reasons still unexplained, nobody came up to meet him and when at endless last he staggered into camp and his waiting team-mates incredulously set about restoring his injured body and his failing brain, he had been engaged on his solitary, forlorn struggle against the elements, disaster and collapse for forty-one hours. The remarkable photograph taken of this good-looking young climber of twenty-nine directly after his return shows the face of an old, old man, haggard, drawn and deeply-scored by the ravages of that unparalleled ordeal. If ever a thousand to one chance came home, this was it.

			Only a short but unique section at the end of this book deals with that final triumph on Nanga Parbat. The rest is Hermann Buhl’s climbing history from his days as a weakling among school-mates and a poor man’s son, when an irresistible inner urge first drove him to become a frail and youthful climber, making straight from the start for difficult rock in his beloved homeland hills. Later, he was to qualify as a trained mountain guide, his physique fortified by seasons of heavy portering, and finally, by sheer persistence and restless endeavour on the severest of Severe rock climbs in his own Limestone Alps, in the Dolomites he adores, and, eventually, amid the rock, snow and ice of the great western Alpine peaks, he ploughed a lonely, individual furrow to reach a private pinnacle among climbers of the day, possessed by then not only of fantastic skill but of superhuman energy and endurance.

			In Buhl’s story one rock epic is piled upon another, snow and ice hazards are plastered on top and finally, still driven by the γνῶθι σεαυτόν[1] admonition of a daemon unsatisfied that he had yet discovered the ultimate limits of his capabilities, he is to be found climbing alone, if possible in the fiercest winter conditions, frequently by night, and often in half the time, the great ‘impossibles’ previously only mastered by a few combined ropes of legendary climbing aces. From the earliest days a Voice as clear as any heard by Joan of Domrémy had warned him that one day he would be called upon to face some mountain experience transcending all previous limits in difficulty, danger and magnitude.

			Buhl had long decided to be ready when the call came; the whole of his climbing life was, in fact, dedicated to that end. Why he was ready and able to meet it when it sounded, as it did on that ill-assorted and strangely-conducted expedition to Nanga Parbat – and there, reading between the lines, one senses a master not only of mountaineering, but of moderation – will be clear to the reader who has followed this incomparable story of mountaineering skill, courage and hazardous achievement to its tremendous climax.

			

			Hugh Merrick

			
			
			

			
	
1. ‘Know thyself’ – Socrates.[back]

			

			
 
			

	
		
			Introduction to the 1998 edition

			

			Nanga Parbat Pilgrimage was first published in Britain in 1956 and later in America as The Lonely Challenge. This was at a time when the great Himalayan first ascents were taking place and spawning a succession of worthy but repetitive expedition books. Buhl’s book, with its evocative mixture of alpinism, eastern Alpine rock climbing, and with a great Himalayan ascent thrown in almost as a bonus, struck an immediate chord with the ambitious young climbers of the day. Appearing at the same time as Guido Magnone’s The West Face and Gaston Rébuffat’s Starlight and Storm, it marked the change in climbing attitudes that had been taking place. The old guard had been preoccupied with classic alpinism whereas the writings of Magnone, Buhl and Rébuffat recorded the emerging brave new world of technical climbing. The new focus was for repeating the great Alpine north walls and the hard rock climbs on the awesome precipices of the Dolomites and the granite faces of the Dru and the Grand Capucin. Magnone’s writings on the Dru and Buhl’s and Rébuffat’s Eigerwand accounts laid down an irresistible agenda for the ambitious climbers of the day. Perhaps they were subconsciously preparing themselves for the obvious challenges of the Greater Ranges that were already beckoning as the first ascent phase drew to an end – all the 8,000-metre peaks, with the exception of Shisha Pangma, having been climbed by 1960.

			With the passage of time Buhl’s solo completion of the Rakhiot route on Nanga Parbat, sensational when it was done, is now confirmed as one of the greatest mountaineering feats of all time. Since then, this notorious first ascent route, that took so many lives during the various attempts in the 1930s, has been largely shunned in favour of more direct, steeper, but less serious lines on the Diamir and Rupal flanks. The Rakhiot route waited eighteen years to be repeated when the Slovaks Ivan Fiala and Michal Orolin reached the summit. Their photograph of the upper reaches of the mountain above the Bazhin Gap shows technical mixed ground of considerable difficulty. It speaks volumes for Buhl’s inner confidence and doggedness that he pressed on when he saw this. ‘Before me lay a sharp rock ridge with a slabby face scored by countless gullies … I soon found myself facing a vertical rock face, to climb which seemed to me a sheer impossibility.’

			Michal Orolin, writing in the Himalayan Journal in 1971, described sustained technical difficulties on ice and rock above the Bazhin Gap including a sixty-foot, grade IV chimney and several awkward steps. From a camp on the Diamir Gap (7,600 metres) they reached the summit at 2 p.m. and regained the camp at 6 p.m. after a gruelling day. Their account underscores the speed and sustained technical difficulty of Buhl’s ascent.

			Three years later on Broad Peak, as the evening shadows lengthened, Buhl, hampered by his Nanga Parbat injuries, made painfully slow progress on the final section of the climb. With only a short period of daylight remaining, his companion Kurt Diemberger, with Buhl’s encouragement, pressed on alone to catch up with Wintersteller and Schmuck to complete the ascent. As Diemberger returned from the summit he was amazed to meet Buhl still ascending. ‘Hermann kept coming up, slowly, step by step, his face drawn, his eyes set straight ahead. It was close on half past six. Surely it would be madness to go on to the summit now?’ Diemberger, spellbound by Buhl’s determination, accompanied him back to the summit – ‘Ahead of us gleamed a radiance, enfolding every wish life could conjure, enfolding life itself. Now was the moment of ineffable truth … this was utter fulfilment … There we stood, speechless, and shook hands in silence. We looked down at the snow underfoot, and to our amazement it seemed to be aglow. Then the light went out.’[1]

			Soon after this second momentous ‘first’ of an 8,000-metre peak, Buhl was dead. During a sudden squall on Chogolisa a cornice collapsed, he fell and was never seen again. But despite the passage of years, and with so many fine climbs since completed in the Himalaya, his inspirational presence is still with us. Those great ascents of Nanga Parbat and Broad Peak resonate down through the decades. Here was an almost superhuman climber, not so much for his display of physical and technical prowess, but more for his drive and deep inner serenity – he was a true mountain apostle. He, of all climbers, deserves a statue in the hall of fame. Like de Saussure and Balmat in Chamonix, Buhl should join Maria Theresa in the main street of Innsbruck, a gaunt figure on a high pedestal pointing yearningly towards his beloved Tyrolean limestone ranges – aloft and heroic – a timeless symbol of the spirit of adventurous alpinism.

			

			Ken Wilson, 1998

			
			
			

			
	
1. Summits and Secrets, part of The Kurt Diemberger Omnibus (Bâton Wicks, 1998).[back]

			

			
 
			

	
		
			– In the mountains 
of North Tyrol –

			

		

	
		
			‘They’ll never make a climber of me’

			

			I was born in Innsbruck; the hills looked down into my cradle and I must have inherited my love for them, for my father loved to wander among the mountains. My mother was from the Grödnertal, in the very heart of the Dolomites, but I lost her when I was only four; she was spoken of as a fine, sensitive woman whose intelligence reached out beyond the cramped confines of everyday existence to those things on which it is impossible to set a material value. Her picture and my sense of loss have been with me all my life.

			My desire to become a climber, the unquenchable fire that burned within me for the world of peaks, faces and ridges, were hardly sensible things. I was so delicate, so weak a child that I could not even go to school till a year later than usual. But I still dreamed of the mountains. On school outings I used to stop at waterfalls and such romantic places. It was as though the hills had a special language for me, to which I had to listen. When teachers or the other boys scolded or laughed at me, I held my tongue. If they couldn’t hear the voices I heard, how could they be expected to understand me?

			On my tenth birthday my father asked me whether I would prefer to celebrate it by the train journey to distant Bregenz on the Lake of Constance, or a stroll up the local knob, the Glungezer. I didn’t have to think long. The Glungezer was, after all, over 8,500 feet high. And so we walked all the way up on to the mountain-top which looks down on Innsbruck. From there, across the valley of the Inn, I could see the whole of the Northern Range, a welter of teeth and towers, of exciting rock formations and long, fierce ridges. One would have to be big and strong to go climbing there, from peak to peak – from tower to tower …

			Not many years later Innsbruck’s Northern Range had become the regular field of my activities. I was up there almost every Sunday. But that wasn’t so simple, either, for we had been very strictly brought up. Sunday had to be given its right reverence and recognition by attendance at Mass, so there was no question of going mountaineering without having been to Service first. Luckily for us who lived at Innsbruck, where the needs of the mountaineer have long been reconciled with the claims and dignity of the Church, there were special early celebrations, services held on the borders of night and day, but if you wanted to go to church and still be up in the mountains in time, you had to be up before four in the morning.

			People who pitied me because I looked so frail, or thought of me as a poor specimen of a boy, were wrong. I was not too weak for the mountains. I walked and played about, I climbed and ran – up hill, down dale. Going uphill seemed so easy to me. And wherever bare crag grew upwards out of rubble or snow I stuffed my boots into my small ‘Schnerfer’ rucksack and climbed up the rock in my woollen socks. I had no money for proper climbing shoes; though that did not in the least depress me. In fact nothing depressed me, so long as I could be up there among the crags. By evening I was back in the Inn valley again, and maybe I stopped in one of the streets of my home-town and thought, as I looked up at the Northern Range: ‘So you have been up there? On one or another of those spikes?’ I was small and delicate and I expect that in the eyes of the worthy people coming back from their Sunday walk I presented a slightly comical spectacle. All the same, my childish pride in my achievement gave me a great sense of superiority over them. At home my enthusiasm was for the most part soon quenched. All they saw was the factual manifestation – my torn socks. I tried every kind of excuse and explanation; in the end I always stood there, my cheeks nicely reddened. Yes, I would look after my socks better in future. Till next Sunday, in fact!

			A man grows with his highest aims, even when as narrowly confined as I was. The time came when I wanted to do something really worthwhile with my chum Ernstl from school – a proper climb, with a rope and all the outward show laid on. In the windows of the sports shops there were maddeningly lovely ropes. Those were for people who could afford them, not for small boys with big ideas in their noodles. But a rope there had to be. That was why my stepmother’s washing-line found its way from our balcony into my rucksack.

			When we got outside the city gates it changed places again. We took turns in wearing it round a very puffed-out chest – a most exalting thing to do. It did not occur to us that we were the least bit ridiculous; we simply saw ourselves as daring heroes of the mountains, like in the climbing books or in such songs as ‘With a rope around my breast … ’

			Our objective was the Brandjoch, whose 9,000 feet would be a height-record for me. Even then, as a thirteen-year-old stormer of peaks, whose importance must have been clear to everyone the moment they saw the washing-line round his shoulders, I could not bear the idea that there were other tourists ahead of us. We ran up the path, overtaking them, feeling like really confident ‘tigers’ of the rocks – though we and real rock climbing were leagues apart. And all because of a length of washing-line … 

			We reached the base of ‘Frau Hitt’ – a fine-looking rock-outline into which, according to the legend, the noble and exclusive lady had been transformed. Even in the stony form into which God had condemned her she had lost none of her unapproachability. Steep rock; smooth and holdless. Some of our youthful confidence began to ebb.

			Others were by now reaching the foot of the pinnacle. Proper tough people with brown, sun-scorched, fine-drawn faces – the way climbers ought to look. Our approach earned us a few questioning, slightly scornful looks, but we did not let them point out our lack of safety precautions. While the others were tying on to a real climbing rope, we were undoing our ridiculous cord with all the composure we could assume.

			And how they could climb! They tackled the stony old lady by firm hand- and footholds, gaining height without noticeable effort. Then it was our turn, and our anxiety was soon forgotten. There really were holds and stances; one really could make headway. Up we went, and not too badly at that. When we joined the others on the narrow summit platform, the scornful looks had vanished.

			We looked down the north face, with its definite overhang – a rock wall leaping 130 feet sheer. If we could only climb a thing like that, we should be full-blooded, real climbers. Would we ever reach that standard?

			For the moment the main thing was the descent of the precipice; we should have to rope down it – an abseil, which sounded rather alarming! We tried to forget that we had never done one on a proper mountain, watching exactly how the others did it. Then it was our turn to slide down into space. At first it gave one an odd feeling in the pit of the stomach, but with a growing sense of safety, it began to be rather fun.

			We were very proud when we joined the climbing party afterwards. One of them, whose handsome face was shadowed by a broad-brimmed hat, made a special impression on me. There was a badge on his hat: an edelweiss, a rope and an ice axe struck obliquely through it. One would have to belong to a body, to a club, like him, some day. I was immensely impressed, being only a child, by these young men. I said very little, but listened all the more breathlessly. There were the names of mountains, faces, climbs – the Hohe Warte, the Grubreissen, Kumpfkar, Schüsselkar … Each name opened up an exciting, savage world of its own – a world I must attain. But would we ever even get as far as that? I must see to it that we did!

			The Grubreissen Towers … they became my dream objective for a whole year. Those crags behind the Hafelkar – in my dreams they embodied all the joys of climbing, nay all earthly joys. For was there anything lovelier on earth than climbing? I was just fourteen. Although I was still unusually thin and ‘soft’, I felt thoroughly seasoned the next time I stood on the Hafelkar. Of course I had come up from Innsbruck on foot. Who could afford the funicular and luxury of that kind?

			I stood there looking across at the grey rock pinnacles to the north in the Karwendel ranges. Far away I could distinguish a few little dots there, moving about. Climbers! Perhaps they might take me along, if I … 

			I hurried down the short slope, crossed the gully to a snow couloir opposite and climbed up it to the saddle at its top. There they were, my rock pinnacles, the Grubreissen Towers. On the right, the harder one, the South Tower, sometimes called the Melzer Tower. That was the North Tower, at the back. I knew it all from hearsay, even the approach routes. I had seen pictures and read accounts, too. Was it worth tackling the easier one? No, it had got to be the difficult one, the Melzer Tower.

			I went straight at it, just as I was, in heavy skiing boots and a waterproof cape – in my highly unsuitable attire. I went up quite a long way like that. Then I couldn’t go any further. There I was stuck like some comical bat against the rock. But bats can fly; upwards, if they want to. The only way I could fly was downwards … It was a nasty moment.

			Then I heard voices, and remembered the climbers whom I had seen earlier as little points in the distance. They had spotted that I had got into serious difficulties and were offering the silly young idiot a rescue party. I would have been only too glad of the help, but I obviously couldn’t accept it. How could I start my career as a climber in the role of a rescue party’s prize? So with due pride and outward show of confidence (though inside I was feeling pretty desperate) I refused their kind offers.

			As I couldn’t get up any further, I had to get down. That didn’t seem possible either. But I must make it possible, in spite of the smooth-soled ski-boots. I kept on casting glances downwards and seeing the way I would have to take if my strength gave out. There would be no return to life if I took that way. So I mustn’t fall! – I didn’t, and eventually reached firm ground safely enough.

			The others had been watching me and now rewarded me for my self-control.

			‘Like to join us on the North Tower?’

			I could hardly believe my ears. I was proud and happy beyond words.

			I was being asked to go along with experts; it was they who were inviting me to tie myself on to their rope.

			‘Where are your ‘slippers’, laddie?’

			Of course I hadn’t any – only my wonderful new ski boots, whose smooth, leather soles – totally unsuitable for difficult climbing – I proudly displayed. They laughed, but took me along all the same. I revelled in my good fortune. Sometimes my expensive boots didn’t offer enough purchase and I had to rely on some assistance from the rope. But what did that matter? One can let men like these help one. I have since learned their names. Every mountaineer knows them: Aschenbrenner, Mariner, Douschan – all of them ‘famous’.

			As we were coming down the gully my leaders showed me the tower’s sundering south ridge. ‘That is pretty severe,’ they told me. ‘Nothing for you yet awhile – in a year or two, maybe.’

			Apparently my time-consciousness had gone a little astray. I did not wait a year or two. Exactly a week later my school friend Ernstl Vitavsky and I were standing at the foot of the south ridge, under the vertical approach wall. We were choking down our usual breakfast of bread and cream cheese, and watching a party climbing the ridge above our heads. At the same moment the party discovered us and shouted down, asking us to bring the rope they had left lying at the start, up to the saddle.

			True enough, there was a rope lying there, a lovely, real climbing rope, and they wanted us to walk it up the snow gully to the saddle for them. But that rope was an irresistible temptation, for with that rope we could climb the south ridge, too, and hand it to them at the top. It would make no earthly difference to them, but for us this would be the great adventure itself, for which we were longing.

			The other party was out of sight overhead by now. We unlooped the rope. Knots? We hadn’t a clue about them – an ordinary ‘granny’ would have to do. So we roped up – we were a real ‘rope’ at last. The line felt just like an artery through which new strength and courage were flowing for both of us.

			There was a ‘karabiner’ lying there, too – one of those funny clip-rings used for passing the rope through the eyes of pitons hammered into cracks in the rock. I had seen the experts using them. This time we left our boots behind. We hadn’t any ‘slippers’ as yet, so socks it had to be.

			Ernstl started to lead up. I stood below, ‘safeguarding’ him, letting the rope run quietly through my hands, quite sure I could hold him whatever might happen. Our practice work had not been in vain. My friend went ahead very quickly. Presently he hung the ‘karabiner’ on a piton, just like a grown-up; a grown-up and a big one at that, would have been able to manage the long stride that followed rather more easily. But Ernstl was just the same size as me, a small boy hardly out of his baby-shoes. I watched him bending and stretching; then he was across quite nicely and soon on a firm stance. ‘Come along up!’ he called, most professionally.

			This was the great moment for me. I was climbing in a real independent party, on the rope. My first steps were a bit tentative, but I soon found complete confidence. Roped like that, climbing is a jolly, harmless exercise. Fall off? Who could fall off? I gained height swiftly. I met a few pitons Ernstl hadn’t noticed. I put my fingers in their rings to test them; they afforded splendid holds. On and up again, over a smooth slab and an airy ledge. Then I was at the broad and delicate stride.

			To my right was the split-ring on the piton, with the safeguarding rope running through it. Ernstl kept it nicely taut while my hand was exploring for a grip behind an edge, then my body swung across and I was standing in a chimney. Joy upon joy! ‘We are the lords of creation … ’ 

			Ernstl was sitting comfortably on a ledge, slowly taking in the rope. We were both laughing, and completely happy after our first successful pitch of independent climbing. Then I went into the lead. We would take turns at it, as experts of equal skill always do. What could happen to us, anyway?

			We heard voices above us. Were we lads really overtaking the party ahead of us? We were indeed, and at the foot of the ‘Auckenthaler Crack’ we came up to them. Our reception was not exactly friendly, and we had to listen to a proper ‘pi-jaw’. We had expected that, and just took no notice of it; it certainly didn’t damp our enthusiasm. But on the final wall they revealed themselves as prudent Elder Brethren, determined to look after us youngsters properly. They lowered a safety rope to us, so that we could enjoy the last difficult pitch under full protection. Then we were sitting on the warm summit of the South Tower and formally delivering the rope, as requested. We all laughed and shook hands. The others called us ‘clueless greenhorns’.

			Although it sounds more like a disguised compliment than a reprimand, its true force was to be brought to my consciousness in the grimmest fashion in a very short time. A few weeks later, during a mad attempt to climb the Auckenthaler Crack solo, my chum Ernstl fell and was killed. And so I lost my first partner on a climbing rope.

			Nonetheless, during that summer of 1939 I continued to visit the Grubreissen Towers frequently. Gradually I began to learn a little about rope management, rock technique, the assessment of difficulties and the rest of it. Every free hour I had was devoted to training.

			In the meantime I had been accepted into the Innsbruck youth section of the Alpine Club. We were thirty or forty young people, all mad about mountains, who went out into the hills in a gay rabble every Sunday. Our bounds were fairly close-drawn, for we only had enough money for tours which could be accomplished from Innsbruck on foot or on a bicycle. We saved all through the week, scratching the halfpence together so as to have the necessary funds for Sunday.

			We kept on improving our technique and soon began to believe that we were approaching the mastery of our craft. But the mountains see to it that trees don’t grow into the sky and that young climbers get kept on the rails – even when they own proper climbing ‘slippers’ with Manchon soles and no longer have to pay for torn socks with reddened cheeks when they get home.

			One day Karl Glätzle – known simply as ‘Glatzen’ (‘Baldy’) in our circle of friends – and I roped up to do a climb in the Karwendel. It was broken rock and Karl was leading up it. I didn’t think the rock looked very sound when he came to a block barring the way up, so I took up a position from which I could protect him, on a narrow rib of rock below. I had already learned how to safeguard my climbing partner properly, and as he climbed I watched his every movement. He reached the block, next to which there was a rusty old piton sticking out, bent somewhat downwards. Karl clipped the rope to it with a karabiner – but would the piton hold? He reached up to the edge of a small platform, then pulled upwards and gave a short heave … 

			There was a sudden crack. A shadow flitted across the wall. I clamped down on the rope with all my might, pressing myself hard against the rock. The next moment must be decisive. When the rope with my falling friend at its end went taut I was bound to take a terrific jerk. Would the old piton hold? Very little hope of that. Odd, how long split seconds can seem to last ... 

			There came the jerk! The miracle had happened – the piton had held. But it had catapulted me in a wide arc from my stance and I went swinging across the wall. I had but a single thought – that I must hold, hold, hold the rope somehow. Obediently, my fingers obeyed my behest: they held firmly on to the rope ... 

			At that very instant, before the pendulum motion of my body had even ceased, the block – weighing several hundredweight – came crashing down on the precise spot where I had been standing and splintered into a thousand pieces. There would not have been much left of me if the rope had not pulled me from my stance.

			Now we were both hanging from the same rusty piton. The rope ran over a clip hanging in a piton ring just like over a fixed roller. By a simple physical law my companion, who weighed nearly three stone more than me, had pulled me right up. And still the piton held. Obviously, that couldn’t last very long. Karl must get on to the rock again somehow, very quickly. So I paid out rope very gingerly to him – fortunately he was quite unhurt – till he was able to get a firm stance under his feet again. It wasn’t till it was all over that we realised what incredible luck we had had – the kind of luck a climber must have, but on which he has no right to count. It is a good thing for a young climber to go through nasty, serious experiences, provided he survives them. The mountains have their own way of dealing with over-confidence.

			A new field of adventure was thrown open to us, thanks to a training tour by the youth section – the great range of the Wilde Kaiser, which had till now been a dream and a distant desire. At last it was to become reality. In my mind’s eye I could already see the sheer slabs slanting to heaven. I cannot describe the ecstasy of anticipation; my fertile imagination conjured up for me pictures which the real thing could never succeed in matching.

			The express took us to Wörgl and on to Kitzbühel. Many solemn passengers were furious about the wild gang with whom they had to travel. After all, we were only fledglings. We had to be serious and sensible, responsible and prepared to behave like experienced men when we were on our mountains – on the train we behaved as our youth, and the bubbling excitement about pleasures to come, dictated. It is too late after all these years to apologise to the fellow voyagers whom we shocked so badly that day; in any case they would probably never have understood that a funny hat can give rise to mirth unbounded. And if it were possible for me to be once again as young, as enthusiastic, as cloudlessly happy as I was then, I should no doubt behave in exactly the same way again. And so would all the rest – those who are still alive, those whom the war, a prison camp or the hills themselves have not since taken.

			The famous Gaudeamus and Grutten huts – which we knew from hearsay had housed generations of climbers in the Wilde Kaiser range – were full to overflowing when we arrived, so some of us went on up the way to the Ellmauer Tor, to experience our first bivouac – a word which had always unleashed a flood of romantic imaginings in my mind. Now, sleeping out among the hills, we were to taste its real meaning for the first time. We stumbled up the narrow track by the light of torches, through pitch-black night, invaded by the spectral light of the flickering flames. Dark gulfs went plunging down under us: a torch went flaming down into them and we watched it until it was dowsed, far, very far, below.

			We reached the Ellmauer Tor at midnight and lay down behind a rock, where we tried to sleep, covering ourselves with every available piece of clothing. We had soon had more than our fill of romance. We were but inexperienced boys, with chattering teeth and a great longing for the warmth of the hut, or even of a hay-rick – a long, long way from being real mountaineers.

			Then, with the worst of the cold, the dawn was there. The towers and spires were illuminated. Hardship and the discomforts of the night were soon forgotten. A few steps took me to the top of the gate-like gap in the backbone of the hills. It was a gateway to a world of wonders. There at my feet lay the famous ‘Steinerne Rinne’ – a narrow gorge, bounded by walls that towered to the sky, sensationally steep and smooth; a landscape fashioned by primeval forces. There they stood, the Guardians of the Gorge – the Predigtstuhl on the right, the Fleischbankspitze on the left. Yes, and over there was the notorious Fleischbank east wall, which opened up the cult of the difficult climbs in the Kaisergebirge; the wall which Hans Dülfer and his partner Werner Schaarschmidt were the first to conquer, before the First World War, twenty-eight years ago.

			Though the wall at the time created an Alpine sensation, it was no longer reckoned as one of the more difficult Kaiser climbs, but it was still the Fleischbank east wall, and one needed to have shed one’s baby-shoes as a climber a good long time before venturing on it. Dare I? My intelligence answered ‘No!’ but my desire was screaming a pitiful irresistible ‘Yes!’. I knew that some of the older, more experienced members of our youth section were going to be allowed to follow in Dülfer’s footsteps that day. Hannes Schmidhuber, our team-leader, had not judged me, the youngest and physically weakest, as fit for it yet. So I was certainly not going to be taken along officially.

			Well, then, it had to be unofficial. I crept to the bottom of the climb and hid behind a boulder, waiting for the rope which had permission to do the Dülfer route. There they were, coming – a small party, descending the short slope in climbing shoes, with Luis Vigl and Hugo Magerle among them; I could hear the rattle of the ‘ironmongery’, pitons, karabiners, hammers. And there, bringing up the rear, was Hannes Schmidhuber. He had spotted me at once in my hide-out. There was no need to explain anything; he knew exactly what I was there for. The expression on his face was not encouraging.

			‘No, my lad,’ it said. ‘You can’t smuggle yourself on to the east wall – not while I’m in charge. You are too young, too green ... ’

			I could have howled aloud for rage and mortification as the strong hand of Hannes fell upon my shoulder and forced me back with him to the Ellmauer Tor. The others had already started off on the east wall. I could only watch, admire and envy them. Perhaps I cursed Hannes then, for he did other things to me, that day. Not only did he warn me off the difficult wall, but he parcelled me out to a newly-joined member – yes, as second on the rope, too – to do the ordinary route, the so-called ‘Herrweg’ on the Fleischbank. So I, who thought I was pretty good, was to potter, under someone else’s protection, up a climb which really didn’t need a rope at all.

			Today the incident looks quite different to me. Today I only think of Hannes with kindness and gratitude. I learned so much from that splendid climber and responsible leader, who gave his life on an expedition to rescue others. He knew well enough that if I had been allowed to let my enthusiasm run straight on, blindly, towards destruction, he could never have tamed my overmastering passion. Diagnosing my case perfectly, he wanted to teach me what was wanting – self-control. But it is hard to master an obsession which fights to burst all bounds and barriers …

			Then came another Whitsuntide in the Wilde Kaiser. The weather was perfect and the activity on the walls of the Steineme Rinne tremendous. From every route, wall, arête, gully, crack and chimney you could hear the exchange of climbers’ talk, the voices, shouts and yodelling accomplishments of those at work on the rocks. From opposite, the climbers looked like tiny flies on sky-raking walls.

			We had just finished a nice climb, the north arête of the Predigtstuhl. Fredl Schatz, on leave from service, had insisted on leading; Helmut Weber was middle-man, while I was last on the rope. We were traversing from the north summit to the main summit of the mountain by way of the central summit. Fredl reached a difficult bit, at which he had several tries, while Helmut protected him as he went up, came back, went at it again. I was also anxiously watching, but without a thought in my head about a fall of any kind.

			Just at the moment the whole Steinerne Rinne was filled with a menacing roar, as if all the peaks were collapsing into it. The noise echoed a hundred-fold in the crannies of every wall and rose to a deafening inferno of sound. It was just an airman carrying out the harebrained stunt of flying slap through the middle of the Steinerne Rinne – well below my stance. A mad type, that pilot – I could look down into his cockpit. Then, like a ghost, the ‘plane was swept from my sight.

			I looked at the place where my companion had been clinging to the wall; he was not there. But there was a shadow flitting like a flash downwards across the rock face. Fredl had come off and was falling … Like lightning I grabbed the rope and wedged myself behind a bollard. Hold it, hold it! … The jerk was fairly gentle, for there were two of us to take it. Fredl stopped and swung, spinning on the rope, seventy feet below us. We let him gently down further, till he could find a stance. Then I climbed down to him.

			‘Is it bad, Fredl?’

			‘No,’ came the plucky answer. ‘Only bruises on my legs and thighs, but I can’t climb any more.’

			Six hundred feet below us lay the safety of the Rinne. Between us and the haven of that level ground was a dark repulsive gash, with water running down over its rocks. The Botzong Chimney is normally a quick, airily-amusing way down, when you can rope down it pitch by pitch, step by step, without any worries or any dead-weight. But how would it go with our injured comrade?

			Time was pressing. We only had a hundred-foot rope with which to ensure the rescue of our friend and our own safety during it. We were determined not to shout for help, though there were quite a lot of people standing at the bottom, little dots, now quite motionless, staring up towards us. We were not going to shout for help, and it wasn’t likely to arrive of its own accord.

			Helmut and I had no experience of rescue work with such primitive resources. But somehow we must get off the wall and down the chimney with the injured Fredl, and without anybody’s assistance. We let him down on the rope; all he had to do was to keep himself away from the rock with his hands, we did all the rest. Then we climbed down, safeguarding ourselves with the same rope, as best we could; yard by yard as we got further down into the cold, watery gash. Not only water, but ice as well, for no ray of the sun ever reaches this part of the wall. Soon it was so cold that we were frozen stiff all over, for we were wet through to start with. We couldn’t have shouted then, if we had wanted to, we were all so hoarse. And we began to wonder miserably why none of the crowd which had in the meantime collected at the foot of the chimney was coming up to help us. Couldn’t they see what trouble we were in? Were they trying us out? Or weren’t they taking the whole thing seriously?

			There was little time for solving such riddles. We had to get down, and down and down, so as to escape once and for all from our grim, numbing prison. Neither Helmut nor I were ‘Strong Men’. Getting our companion down used up our last reserves of strength. Our hands were wet, stiff and without feeling from the cold – but we still had to manage a rope with them, a rope which had gone rigid as wire. Our muscles rebelled when we had to drive in some big abseil pitons with the heavy hammer. It took us two hours to reach the edge of the debris slopes at the bottom of the Botzong Chimney, and we were on the verge of exhaustion. The people gathered at the bottom of the chimney, who included some well-known climbers, then took over the care of Fredl.

			We had an odd reception. They held us responsible for Fredl’s fall. I protested, and tried to clear up their mistake. They told me to shut up. They were a crowd of big, tough men using harsh words to a slight, half-grown youth, hoarse with exhaustion, as they tried to shatter that dreamworld of his, born of a raging passion for the hills and of his youthful self-confidence.

			‘Why don’t you stay at home? You don’t belong in the mountains. You’ll never make a climber.’

			I was too tired, too cold, too hurt to offer any serious defence. But I did wonder how such a misunderstanding could arise, and where any fault of mine might lie. Ought we perhaps not to have allowed Fredl, who was out of climbing practice because of his military service, to take the lead? But he was the oldest, the most grown-up, the most experienced. Perhaps I ought not to have allowed the plane to take my mind off the safeguarding job, although it was the middle man’s responsibility, not mine. Everyone on the rope is, after all, responsible for everyone else on it; if you are aiming at the highest things, the standard you set yourself must be the highest, your demands on yourself must know no limits at all.

			I had surely made mistakes, though at the time I felt the reproaches to be as unjust as they were hurtful. But courage was soon reborn out of my dejection. Even if I was a half-grown boy, whose frail build made an impression diametrically opposed to that of the popular conception of a hero, I still felt myself superior to the others in one respect – the sheer consuming strength of my burning passion for the peaks.

			Me not belong in the mountains? Why, I couldn’t go on living without them! My thoughts, my dreams, my whole life were nothing but the mountains! And I swore a secret oath as I stumbled down the Steinerne Rinne in the wake of the others:

			‘I’ll be a climber just the same!’ I promised, unheard.

			I think I have kept my promise.

		

	
		
			A lesson from death

			

			My companions have never really been able to get undiluted pleasure from being with me. They never could have; I admit it freely. Even when there was a storm outside, or a blizzard, or when the monotony of heavy rain blanketed a disconsolate world, it was still fine for me. There was no stifling the urge within me. I always wanted to be off. When my comrades, safe in the knowledge that the rain was drumming on the roof, burrowed more deeply into the blankets or the hay, I was always up and about, bothering them to start in spite of everything … until someone hurled a boot at my head. True, they forgot their anger the moment the weather cleared and we were at work on the rock faces up there. We were glad of life and of the hills. Sometimes they even thanked me for having disturbed their early-morning sleep.

			During those years my chief discovery was that it is very difficult for a boy whom nature has not equipped with outsized biceps to stand up against a group of older lads, most of them as strong as horses. I found it difficult, too, to take the jibes of these strong young men. It has been said that a sense of humour means laughing in spite of everything. I tried hard to laugh ‘in spite of everything’, but sometimes could only manage a wry grin. Let me confess: I didn’t find it amusing to be thrown unexpectedly into the Lake of Seefeld, wearing tricouni-nailed boots and all my clothes, and then having to make my dripping way home. My risible muscles were not exercised by finding myself, on a day of filthy weather, pushed plumb into a deep pool of rainwater, because one of the stronger ones happened to want some momentary activity for his muscles. I would also much rather have found in my bottle the tea I had made the evening before than the water made by my companions. I am probably wanting in the objectivity required to appreciate such jokes, which the others found screamingly funny. Perhaps I haven’t the right feeling either for that kind of hardening process. I didn’t want to be either an all-in wrestler or a mercenary. The toughness a climber needs is of quite a different brand.

			But, apart from such occasional inconveniences, our comradeship was a close and happy bond. And I look back on this early youth with pleasure, even if the mountains always seemed to me to speak a more intelligible language than the people among them.

			In the summer of 1940, my old friends of the youth section, particularly Herbert Eberharter and Ferry Theyermann, had invited me to join them on some climbing in the Wetterstein Range. I remember the invitation with special pleasure, even now.

			Our base was a hay shed near the Kühtaierhof in the Leutasch. As our evening exercise we made the neighbouring larch woods unsafe. The object was to get as far as possible up the slender, branchless trunks in tricounied climbing boots. Herbert finished his winning climb by a crash landing on his back, which put an end to the competition.

			We were on the way early next morning. We strolled over the Wangalm, that little piece of fairyland at the foot of the Wetterstein walls, to the place where you start off on the south wall of the Scharnitzspitze. Herbert and Ferry wanted to do the ‘direct’, which they said was not my ‘pigeon’ as yet. I did not dispute the fact, and gladly joined Seppl Fuchs in an attempt on the so-called Kadner route.

			Below us a solitary figure was making his way up the debris tongues somewhat diffidently. The man kept on stopping, looking up, and then going on a few more steps.

			Odd to see a man on his own, up here. We wondered what he wanted. He certainly seemed to have some special plan. Watching him carefully, we noticed that he seemed to be battling with himself all the time.

			However, we had no spare time for watching solitary wanderers, so we started off. It was a splendid climb. The rock was like that of the Kaisergebirge, hard as iron, every hold a sound one, a real joy to climb. After an overhang we came to a chimney, which grew narrower and narrower, forcing us out to its extreme edges to left and right. The wall went down into the thin air, smooth, wrinkleless rock.

			We had come up about 700 feet; then there was another narrowing, an enclosed chimney, almost a crack. I snaked my way upwards, panting a bit, and soon Seppl was standing next to me.

			At that moment a mop of hair appeared below us in the chimney. Could it be another party? But we immediately recognised the solitary climber, who had approached the foot of the climb in such hesitating fashion. He was alone – quite a creditable performance. His hands were torn and bleeding a little. We asked him how he did that.

			All he said was: ‘Getting on to the climb.’

			We offered him the protection of our rope. He thanked us, but refused. The hardest part was over, he said. He climbed past us and, being alone, went up more quickly than we could. Soon he was out of sight.

			We worked over to the left, where there was another smooth slab. I made my way up the holdless wall by the friction of my slippers and found a good stance. Then it was Sepp’s turn to tackle this awkward pitch.

			We were startled by a clattering sound. Falling stones? We ducked close into the rock, waiting for the hail of stones which never came. Instead, a dark, heavy object – rather long, like a sack full of something – sailed past through thin air. I recognised it suddenly as a human body – that of the lone climber! A cold chill ran down my spine. It was flying straight at Sepp, clinging to the wall below me. Bound to knock him off, I thought, and gripped the rope more tightly than ever. But the lifeless body missed my friend by a couple of feet and went hurtling out into the void.

			Endless seconds went ticking by till we heard the last thump, down there at the bottom … A shattering silence followed.

			Over on the Scharnitzjoch, the sheep were bleating – it sounded for all the world like a ghastly dirge. I was shivering from head to foot. I kept on hoping it had been some kind of a ghostly manifestation, but Sepp pointed to the blood splashes all around us. A human life had been snuffed out; the life of the man with whom we had been chatting only a few minutes before. It goes as quickly as that, then?

			We reproached ourselves bitterly for not having insisted on his joining our rope. A lot of good that was, now. Anyway, what climber worth the name would let himself be forced like that?

			Our own confidence was almost shattered. How could we go on? But we had to get off this ghastly wall, and as quickly as we could … If we went down, we might still be able to help. Perhaps he was still alive? But those were idle hopes; the bottom lay 700 feet below … 

			So up we went again; Sepp following me with faltering steps. I too had to take a firm hold on myself. My partner could not get a grip on the smooth slab, and slipped. I held him as best I could, without a protecting piton, on the rope, my back jammed against the wall. The rope cut my hands painfully, forcing me down and down on to my stance, almost dragging me from my perch. I shouted to Sepp: ‘Get hold of something, or I shall be coming off after you. I can’t hold you much longer!’ (Sepp weighed three stone more than I did.) Beads of sweat stood out on my forehead; I dared no longer look down the wall. But Sepp had taken hold of himself and managed to get a firm stance again. He moved slowly forward, and presently came up to me safely. It took our last reserves of willpower to climb, with the utmost caution, the rest of the way to the summit.

			We shook hands, without a word. None of the joy and laughter this time, born of the thrill which a successful climb of great difficulty usually brings. Downwards we hurried, roping down from the Wangscharte. When we got back to the start we found others attending to the dead man. They laid a larch-wreath on his body. Then we followed him down on his last journey.

			For days and weeks after this fearful experience I was so shaken that I could not bear the sight of my mountaineering equipment. For a time I thought I should have to give up my climbing career, which had hardly even begun. I kept on seeing the body of a warm-blooded, living man, hurtling down through the empty air. I dreamed about it at night. What I had learned was that climbing can be a dangerous business and that it can lead to a sudden end. 

		

	
		
			End of an Alpine apprenticeship

			

			The year 1942 threw open to me the realm of Grade VI. I felt good enough to enter this world of ‘Extreme Severity’. I started my series of Severe and Super-Severe climbs with a winter ascent on the Schüsselkarspitze’s south wall, the Spindler route on the Wetterstein. That began a new climbing era for me. During it, Waldemar Gruber, mustering like myself seventeen summers, was my trusted partner.

			On a lovely sunny Sunday at the beginning of March, we stood under the Schüsselkar rocks at the start of the Spindler route. The yellow-black rock lifted in splendid contrast above the level snow at its foot. The solemn silence of this corner of the hills was not even disturbed by the bleating of sheep. The spring sunshine had already warmed the rocks nicely. On the light traversing rope we slid down the slabs and over bulging outcrops, using every corrugation in the rock to push off with the tips of our rubbers. Moving over to the left, we met a small overhang, the ‘Heave up!’. I found a firm stance, up to which Waldi would come and join me. We took off the traverse rope, but found a knot at the end of it. We gave it a tremendous jerk. No use, the knot was jammed too tight in the ring. And as we had to get on, we just left the rope hanging there, intending to pick it up on the way back.

			The Spindler slabs and the series of cracks above them were a joy that day. How easy climbing seemed this season! Where last summer I had had to exert myself, I could now go up without any application of strength, just like that.

			We soon reached the exit cracks just as the sun disappeared behind a ridge, and it grew suddenly very chilly. While knocking out a piton, Waldemar lost his hammer, which disappeared into the bottom of a chimney. It would have taken too long to climb down and fetch it. We climbed on, determined to manage without it. At the final niche my companion again suffered the same misfortune –a second hammer went flying down. This time, as we had to have at least one hammer, it meant going down the chimney which had, in the meantime, become an icy shaft. Armed once again with a hammer, but very late indeed, we finally climbed out at the top.

			By the time we were back at the bottom of the wall the sun was already vanishing in the west. We climbed the cracks again to the traverse where the rope had remained wedged in the ring. We yanked it down and were soon able to bid the foot of the wall goodbye. Swiftly, we got into our boots and put on our skis. Unfortunately the beautiful buttery snow had been transformed into horrible crust, so instead of the lovely descent we had been looking forward to so keenly, we had a fearful plunging and poking about. The only way to change direction was to stop and do a full-turn swing of each leg. We ploughed through the sticky white mass in primitive fashion, often losing sight of each other only to pass again on the next turn below. The forest down into the Puitental is uncommonly dense. In our difficulties, we frequently embraced a tree trunk or used a branch as an emergency grip. As dusk fell, we unstrapped our skis, preferring to stamp our way down. One of my ‘boards’ had, of course, to go sliding away down the hill. I found it after a tedious search. We arrived back at the Leutasch very late.

			At Whitsun we were back in the Wilde Kaiser.

			The Gaudeamus hut was full to overflowing: mobs, scrums, milling around noisily. You have to expect that at Whitsun in the Kaiser. But the climbs are a sufficient compensation. The urge to get going drove us away from the hut early indeed. Our enforced bivouac had ensured that getting up would be no hardship. We had already tried our hand on the east wall of the Fleischbank and the south arête of the Christa Tower the day before. Now we felt in right form for the Fleischbank South-East. At last, too, we felt we need no longer mess about so tentatively and unconfidently with the ‘ironmongery’. Now we could let it rattle while we ignored it and relied with greater confidence on our own climbing skill. Our Alpine apprenticeship was over.

			Leaping neatly from boulder to boulder we came to the foot of the rock face and over a little ring of crags to the start of our climb. Waldemar and I roped up together; Herbert Eberharter and Manfred Bachmann made up a second rope. We were not the only ones with our eyes on the Fleischbank climbs. There was a whole club on the way: they would probably need to reserve places in the queue for dishing out tickets. The time when a ‘climber’s lift’ would carry one from the hut to the start of the difficult climbs in a few minutes didn’t look very far off!

			The first red light of day was glowing on the Predigtstuhl teeth and the night’s frost was still nesting on the walls. We were met by the sun’s first beams, comforting and warming. It would probably be quite hot by midday, so I left my pullover behind. We went through all the usual preparations for the climb. The torn soles of my rubbers were already allowing a few inquisitive toes to peer out. They would have to last for today, anyway. Today my calves would have to go bare, because I was stuffing my stockings into my pack, to spare them unnecessary damage. But what did it matter? My legs were hardened. My anorak hood – a bit soggy by now – would also have to do for this summer. My trousers, on the other hand, were beyond repair; they didn’t even perform their most elementary duties. For instance, they let the hammer slip time and again through the sieve of a back pocket, so that its iron head dug uncomfortably into my seat. I should have preferred to do without the useless garment altogether – but even in the mountains you can’t go about the place ‘stark’!

			Starting up the foot of a difficult climb always produces a funny feeling when, after getting on to the rock, you look down and have to admit to yourself that this isn’t just a ‘stroll’. All the same, just to prove our good form, we decided to climb everything under our own steam, without the protection of intervening pitons. But when we were agreeably surprised to find how soon we reached a firm stance, we pretended to be disappointed and asked our partners whether the rope had really run out so soon.

			The older generation likes to accuse us youngsters of lacking all respect for the mountains nowadays. So far as my own experience goes, there has been no change in the respect paid to the mountains – it is only the attitude towards actual climbing and to the technical difficulties encountered which has changed. I do not believe that today’s young climber, standing at the foot of such a climb, experiences any different feelings from those who climbed it before him: that strange mixture of an upward surge, excitement, the pleasures of anticipation, reverence for nature and its creator and – let it be freely admitted – a good sampling of fear. We know the hills and their dangers; why then should we have lost our respect for them? For every time we do another climb we renew our struggle with nature, who can be a kind friend but also a pitiless enemy. And that, too, is the explanation of the elation by which we are moved when, after a successful struggle with nature, the enemy, we stand joyously conscious of victory, exhausted though we may be, on the summit, with the defeated giant beneath our feet. Then we are at friendly unity with nature and with every lovely thing on earth – but knowing full well that it is not the great nature of the mighty peaks which we have conquered, but ourselves. And perhaps it is just we ‘Extremists’ among all mountaineers who can best recognise men’s tiny insignificance in the surrounding universe.

			But to get back to our south-east Fleischbank climb, that Whitsun. It had been done for the first time in 1925 by those great cragsmen Roland V. Rossi and Fritz Wiessner, the Dresden climber since naturalised in America. Their achievement caused the greatest sensation in the Wilde Kaiser since Dülfer’s day. Their route climbed to the upper part of this huge wall of flashing Kaiser rock, where it is possible to ‘wriggle off’ along a narrow band to the left into the notch between the Fleischbank and the Christa Tower.

			We never gave it a thought. Quite a crowd had gathered at the Ellmauer Tor in the meantime. The Alpine spectators were sitting down there, as if on a grandstand, excitedly watching the thrilling gamble between us climbers and the pull of gravity. Great parties were moving along the floor of the Steinerne Rinne.

			Behind us, another party was getting ready. We had no wish to hang about and were soon on our way. Draped with the doubled rope, which exerts a fair downward drag, we started by testing and trying everything with extreme care. One always has to get used to one’s material all over again, and one has to find the right spiritual and mental approach at the same time. The first rope’s length therefore went a little hesitantly, but soon the rope was running more freely through the hands of our friends. The fighting spirit and the sheer joy of climbing were soon in evidence again. Presently I was climbing lightly, leaving foot after foot of wall below me with absolute freedom. There was a ladder of pitons above me and I climbed to the top. Almost too far, but then I noticed a rusty hook in a smooth slab down to the left. So that was the start of the notorious traverse … I edged myself over to the left, supported by the traversing rope, along the polished, almost holdless face of the rock, in a ‘Dülfer Chair’ – one of the rope-tricks I had already learned. Another spring-clip – very comforting to the nerves – and I had reached the start of the cracks rising beyond the sundering wall sector. I was hanging from a piton, supported by the rock; I could only see down into the bottom of the cracks by leaning the upper part of my body way out from the face. We rigged up a rope bannister, and the others came sliding up to me, one by one, on the improvised lift.

			The weather was lovely. We could see the far-off Grossvenediger shining across between the ridges of the Karlspitze and the Bauernpredigtstuhl. Rope’s length by rope’s length we mastered the wall, till we were perched under a great bulge, the Rossi Overhang, one of the keys to this magnificent climb.

			Then suddenly a keen wind got up. In a trice a coal-black cloud crept over the summit of the Fleischbank; a cold damp mist settled on the walls and was driven on the wind along the Steinerne Rinne below. The cheerful sound of voices and chatter from all the ridges and faces around died suddenly away. It began to rain; soon it was pouring as if the heavens had opened. We didn’t want to turn back, so kept on climbing. We still aimed at climbing the wall to its very top. Soon we were all at the grass terrace which cuts across the whole wall and offers the last chance of traversing to the Fleischbank Saddle and, from it, quickly down to the bottom. The party behind us decided to make good use of the opportunity and so left the wall. We thought it over for a moment: here we were in the Wilde Kaiser, more than halfway up our climb – the precious ‘South-East’. We weren’t likely to get another chance in the near future … there were the fares to think of. Up, then, and on! We traversed to the right and found the exit-crack. It had gradually begun to hail; it didn’t bother us much as we wriggled on up the overhanging crack, for we were wet through already. The walls were running with water like a gutter. It was noticeably colder and the first snowflakes were beginning to float down – typical Whitsun weather in the mountains.

			I was soon regretting my pullover. My hands and feet were bitterly cold now. My calves were blue; what a godsend stockings would have been, but we must get on with it. Perhaps it would have been better to use the terrace and get off the face after all – but now the chance had gone for good! For two more rope lengths the climbing was difficult, then the slope eased off a little. It was now snowing in earnest. We caught occasional glimpses, when the mists parted, across to the walls of the Predigtstuhl, all sugared white. Lucky not to be over on that side, where the west wind was lashing the snow straight into the mountain’s faces!

			We had no idea how late it might be. Time had lost all meaning for us – a watch was a luxury we could not afford. As for our good understanding with the sun, nothing doing today! An icy wind clawed hold of us, blowing the snow vertically up over the summit. Hurriedly we entered our names in the summit register, then headed down as quickly as possible by the ‘Herrweg’. The rock, so warm under the sun only an hour or two ago, had put on its winter robes again. We slid down snow grooves that hid mirror-smooth, tricky rock under their white covering.

			Suddenly two figures loomed up. A man and his wife; he wearing shorts, his better-half a training suit, both pitifully frozen. Soaked to the skin, they looked at their last gasp. They told us they had come up in fine weather over the north ridge of the Fleischbank, intending to traverse the summit. There, in the saddle, the storm had caught them and the mist had closed in. With precipices falling away on every side, they had not dared to move on; there had been nothing for it but to wait. Waiting – in such weather, such clothes and such a condition – meant waiting till this lowered temperature brought unconsciousness with it. In fact it meant waiting for certain death.

			Without further ado we took them on to our rope, and continued downwards, though rather more slowly, with them in the middle. We were ourselves almost freezing. But two hours later we were safely at the bottom, on terra firma again. There we could stick our hands – which had lost all feeling – into our trouser pockets, for warmth and comfort; gloves, of course, are things only brought along in wintertime ! The couple shook hands with us and left us, on their safe way to the close-by Stripsen Joch hut.

			We were not the only ones that day to hug the stove in the hut, wrapped in warm blankets, drying our wringing-wet clothes at it. Late in the evening a thoroughly frozen party arrived, still roped together – their wet body-knots had refused to yield to feeble, stiffened fingers; now they set to on them with a piece of iron.

			None of this prevented our standing on the Ellmauer Tor again next morning, in lovely weather. The grooves and crevices on the mountain flanks still harboured traces of the previous day’s snow, which was now melting visibly under the warm spring sunshine. The Kaiser walls shone across at us, sunlit, wet with rain, apparently oblivious of what had happened among them during the last twenty-four hours. They looked their friendliest, but it was heartless nature’s most cynical smile. For fantastic as the changes in the weather had been, they could not hide last night’s drama. On all sides sounded shouts for assistance, and rescue parties were on the way. The parties reached four climbers too late to wake them from their eternal sleep; cold and exhaustion had killed them. Even the west gully of the central Predigtstuhl summit could offer us no real cheer in such circumstances. It was with a feeling of deep depression that we left the Kaiser Range and the galaxy of climbs above the Steinerne Rinne.

		

	
		
			Grade VI – in the limestone cliffs

			

			Ours was a modest home. My father was a small craftsman in state employ, whose restricted salary was just enough to provide the bare necessities of life. We usually had dry bread for breakfast, and I had to buy my lunch out of my own pocket money, which I earned as an apprentice in a forwarding agent’s business. So, in order to save enough for my Sunday outings, I developed a real diviner’s sense for the cheapest feeding-places. My normal commissariat consisted of bread and cream-cheese – I could not afford anything else – but I was quite happy.

			The eternal shortage of funds of course affected my choice of tours, too. I could rarely manage expensive railway journeys. What a boon a bicycle would have been! Still, thanks be to God, there are mountains just at Innsbruck’s front door, so to speak. And what mountains! Take the Limestone group, the Kalkkögel, for instance – a veritable treasure-trove. We practically made a base of the Adolf Pichler hut. By the plural, I mean our bunch of friends from the Innsbruck youth section. Almost every weekend we met there on our gay – sometimes rowdily-gay – round; maybe it was the hut-keeper’s daughter that had such a special attraction for us.

			A few easy practice climbs soon got me accustomed to the brittle rock of the Kalkkögel, with its splinter-like texture, and in a very short time I felt perfectly at home on it. The climbing was not on iron-hard holds like in the Kaiser, but more like in the Karwendel – a cat-like stealthy ripple over the stone, with extreme care at every step. No pulling or propping, no violent ‘heave-ho!’, but a cautious feeling of the way upwards, often made more difficult by vertical stratification. In no circumstances might one try to put one’s weight ‘outwards’ on the holds, as one can in the Wetterstein for instance. To climb by friction, keeping well away from the rock, would be quite the wrong technique here. The basic requirement is to hug the rock and only apply a pressure-technique on the holds. This range is a splendid school which has produced a host of first-class climbers: Hias Auckenthaler, Hias Rebitsch, Kuno Rainer – to mention only a few outstanding names.

			Waldemar and I, teamed up once again, were sitting among the huge boulders at the foot of the great debris shoots, our necks craned upwards as so often before. We had just done the north-west face of the Riepenwand, but it was still only the middle of the day and we felt like tackling something else. We took a short walk along the bottom of the Riepenwand’s yellowy-black walls, pottering from the start of one climb to another, assessing the comparative difficulty of each.

			Just then I had a sudden thought: how would it be if we climbed up a bit to where the wall swings away so steeply from its basic foundations? Not very far up we should reach the place where our famous predecessors had found their way on to the west face – that great climb that had only been done twice.

			We were at the extreme right-hand end of the west face, standing at the outer edge of a broad terrace a few yards from the wall itself, with water sprinkling down on us. Two hundred feet above us, the wall disappeared from view and only the outer edge of an enormous roof separated us from the sky. Up there on the left must be the start of the climb.

			I sounded Waldi. ‘It doesn’t look so frightfully difficult – I can’t believe it’s an impossible wall to climb. What d’you think?’

			‘One can but try,’ he answered.

			Away went our boots into the pack, on went our rubbers in their place, and I climbed up without another word to the start of operations. It all looked so ridiculously easy. But the rock had completely taken me in and the wall bared its ugly teeth from the first. I got stuck on the first three feet of it. The rock was sheer, overhanging slightly and demanding the last ounce of finger-strength – the whole weight of one’s body came on to the very tips of one’s fingers. I had to go back several times. Waldemar refused utterly to believe that one couldn’t make any headway, so he had a go, but also had to give it up very soon. As a precaution, I banged a piton into the rotten rock, but it didn’t sound very encouraging. Turn by turn, we tried again, several times – without any success – and each time we had soon had quite enough of it.

			‘The rock just curls one’s fingers up,’ said Waldemar. At last we saw what a waste of time it all was and decided to pack up, for there was no sense in staying. Anyway, we could only have made a partial attempt on the climb – it was much too late now to complete it.

			It was only when I was knocking the piton out that I realised how much more reliable an aid it promised to be than we had thought at the beginning. So I decided on just one more attempt. This time I could take a bit of a risk, for the piton would certainly break my fall. I climbed cautiously out over it. Very slowly, inch by inch, relying on its holding, I tried out every hand- and foothold within reach from it, insofar as the strength of my fingers could cope with the requirements. Every inch took me further from the piton. I tried to drive a second one into a wrinkle, but the rock was solid and offered not a single weakness. I was just wasting my strength, so I tried the thing without any protection. My fingers were already threatening to give out, but I had to get on somehow; there was no question of going back any more. Waldemar was about sixty feet below me, but there were still quite thirty feet to go, up to the band. Till I reached it I should not find a place where I could stand normally, and get my strength back.

			For about an hour I clung to tiny nicks and wrinkles. It was thanks entirely to the strength and endurance of well-trained fingers that I did not come off. Every yard had been a crucial struggle, and now I could hardly hang on any longer, except that I had to, and there was no choice left me … I should fall a hundred feet sheer, and then out over the base of the mountain. I kept on telling myself that there wasn’t a single piton on the rope, and that I simply must hold on somehow. I was no longer thinking of the wall below me, but was beginning to look up towards the band above, counting the very inches that lay between.

			Then at last and at last, I got a touch on the very outside edge of the band. I could hardly keep my fingers tensed any more, but just managed to swing the top part of my body up over the rim, and there I lay, gasping and exhausted, while I allowed my nerveless fingers to recover a little. I knew well enough that this time only a hair-line had separated me from a fall – a fall which would have meant an early end to my career as a climber and a human being. Waldemar must have known it, too, but he kept wonderfully quiet about it. Now it was his turn to discover what it feels like to master an ‘upper six’, that is to say, to climb close to the limit of human capabilities.

			It was only then that the hang of the rope, which nowhere touched the rock, revealed the true steepness of the pitch to my eyes. No wonder that this route had only been twice climbed in the course of ten years, even though it lies in a climbing ground where a dozen climbers operate every Sunday!

			Waldi joined me. Sheer inquisitiveness lured us on. Above us, things definitely looked easier. While the first rope length had been a sheer and unjointed wall in which you couldn’t even fix a piton, now there was at least a crack ahead, with more of those comforting features looking down from above. The crack leaned heavily outwards. My body was soon hanging way outside my companion’s, far out beyond the vertical. But once again there was a broad band cutting across the sheer wall. At first we were very surprised to find a wide and friendly ledge, a veritable promenade like this, in so inhospitable and ‘impossible’ a wall.

			We decided we could get back if we wanted to, so we followed the band to the right. We could now move comfortably, standing upright. ‘Almost a bicycle track,’ said Waldi. A small buttress interrupted the band, which then it continued, though a little narrower, across the wall. Overhead, the yellow walls went sweeping to the sky. I imagined the north wall of the Grosse Zinne in the Dolomites to be like that. Nothing to stop the eye, which looks up, left and right, and always sees the same picture – smooth yellow, unbroken up-thrusts of wall. I put my hand on the rock, but it slid off for there was nothing to hold. So, on towards the right.

			The band narrowed continually until I could no longer move upright. I lay down flat on my stomach and crawled on, wriggling like a snake. The band became a ledge, with the wall overhanging it. Two hundred feet below was the outer edge of the mountain’s base, where we had stood some hours ago. Directly beneath me, the wall turned straight inwards; I seemed to be poised on the outer edge of a monstrous bulge. My right hand and foot supported my body and kept it from slipping off the ledge, which was now about as broad as my hand. A hundred feet back along the band stood Waldemar, ‘protecting’ me. He knew as well as I did that this protection was merely ‘moral’ and pure eyewash. If I fell, he was bound to come too.

			In places like that, there is nothing to help one except one’s companionship on the rope, one’s life-and-death interdependence, the great feeling of responsibility, the knowledge that the other fellow’s life is in your hands, too.

			The harder it got, the more slowly I moved. Waldi could only judge what difficulties I was encountering by the way the rope ran out through his hands: evenly or in jerks. I had clean forgotten that we had ever thought of turning back. Now it was too late; there was no retreat from where we were now. My tiny crawling-shelf was a real mousetrap. Once in it, you hadn’t a hope of getting out again. The ledge kept on narrowing. Somehow I had to get out of this crawling position, but the overhanging rock kept forcing my body down. I tried to move feet foremost, so as to move from this horizontal state back into a normal climbing position. Still the ledge narrowed, until it became an inch-wide wrinkle and then simply a hand-traverse. That traverse demanded everything I had. Climbing on and down a little, I found a stance, precarious but offering just enough support to allow me to knock in a protecting piton, which I hooked on with much relief.

			It was now a question of getting through, of climbing the whole wall, whatever it might still produce. The next bit looked considerably easier, but appearances don’t count for much in such places: it is actualities that matter. And they were pretty grim …

			The overhang bulged outwards. Waldemar tiptoed past me and started off on it. I marvelled at the way he tackled the rough, sharp stone bare-footed. With his naked soles he straddled the rock, crooking his toes into the wrinkles, and the last I saw of him was his heels, as tough as shoe-leather, disappearing over the bulge.

			Then on again.

			Hard work took us upwards through smooth chimneys, over wet, slippery rock. Whenever time allowed, we looked down to the green bottom of the valley far below, in whose peace and calm we sought both the necessary relief for our nerves and the stimulus for the next struggle. We looked out to the west where the sun was dipping behind the Kühtaier hills. It must have been about eight in the evening – five hours since we began the climb. Surely we must be somewhere near the end? Above us the crack grew deeper, and the angle of the rock seemed to ease off. Could that be the end of the wall? We took a short breather on a band.

			‘We’ve got it in the bag!’ I told Waldemar, and was thrilled to think that we had brought off this terrific climb, only the third ascent ever of the Riepen west wall, one of the hardest climbs in the Tirol.

			Waldemar wanted to lead the next bulge, though I wasn’t too keen to let him. Still I couldn’t complain of my day’s share …

			He had to come back and try again. Again he failed. ‘Surely, it can’t be as hard as all that,’ I said, a little impatiently. ‘All right, you try it,’ he answered.

			But I stuck too, about six feet up. The rock pushed me furiously outwards, and there were hardly any holds for my feet, the holds being scanty and far too low down. I tried it with a Steigbaum, but even that failed. The rock was obdurate and would not take a piton. I had to come back and let Waldi have the next go. The next time he came off he was furious. ‘This blasted wall!’ he fumed.

			The sun had left the valley now. ‘We’ve got to hurry!’ But what’s the use of saying that when you simply can’t move forward? When there’s no hope of going back, either. And we can’t stay here … Should we shout for help? – Not on your life! We racked our brains for some other possibility to the right or to the left, but the rock was, if anything, more repulsive. The only way out lay straight on up! I simply refused to believe we were at the end of our resources, telling myself that what others were able to do, we could do too. Gradually I worked myself into a fury at our helplessness. ‘You’re a coward!’ I accused myself, then talked new courage into myself. I sent Waldemar to a moderately safe position. ‘I’m going to have one last go,’ I told him. ‘This time it’s up or bust!’

			I was soon clinging six feet up at the critical spot, but this time there was no more looking back. I was no longer interested in the wall below us; whatever went on down there, it was up we had to go. I tried the tiny sloping hold to the right again, for it was our only hope of progress. This time my strength must hold out. I had to draw on the last of my reserves but, at last – at last – it went! Sweat was standing in beads on my forehead. It was a beast of a spot, but we had done it.

			The rest of the climb was just easy rock. It was deep twilight when we traversed off the wall, found a couloir and climbed down over the boulders in the dark. Waldemar’s toes were bleeding and he could hardly walk. It was close on midnight when we stood once again at the foot of those thrusting overhangs, which we had regarded in the morning with such respect that it had not even occurred to us to try climbing them.

			Pleasant as it is to return home on a Sunday evening after a success on a difficult climb, one’s thoughts are inclined to switch to the next objective, which may perhaps yield a more important achievement. But let it never be said that we ‘Extremists’ of the climbing world see nothing but mere overhangs, cracks, traverses and pitons, and have no eye for the beauties of nature; nor that we never do a moderate climb any more. Far from it; we are not quite so poverty-stricken as all that.

			The limit of what is climbable is reached comparatively soon. After all, an ‘Extremist’ who could only find enjoyment in increased difficulty and danger would have to go in search of some other branch of sporting activity – maybe motor racing or some such game, where he could go out after speed records. Of course there are people like that among our young climbers, but they are a very small minority. The true mountaineer, even the most extreme type, gets as much pleasure out of an easy climb or out of a good walk as he does when next he returns to the borderline of human capabilities.

			I spent many more Sundays in the Kalkkögel, the so-called Dolomites of North Tyrol. They were a hard school. We were always at the foot of some climb early in the morning, in the shadow below some north wall. The rock was often still plastered with ice, but we could not wait, for the great difficulties up above drove us on to an early start to our climbing.

			Once again the series of obstacles began with a loamy, sheer hand-traverse, typical of the rock here. Water poured down on us and we were soon soaked. It ran in at our sleeves and out at our trouser-legs. Waldemar had to undo the string with which he always used to tie up his long trousers below the knee, to leave the water a free exit and prevent its being dammed up. It is asking too much of fingers soggy with water to do this kind of climbing. Our heavy task for the day was the ‘Riepen Gully’, the hardest climb in the Kalkkögel.

			At midday we rested on a debris shoot. The great gully, the most difficult part, lay behind us. It had been a stiff job and a dangerous one, because of the brittle nature of the stone, but it had gone all right.

			Behind us rose a great cleft. Moving on into it, we found ourselves in a deep shaft. Overhead an enormous roof swung outwards, cutting off the whole chimney. How did one get out? I climbed upwards in the very bottom of the cleft. A little tower of rock required delicate circumnavigation, and delicate handling of the rope, for it tottered ominously at the slightest touch, and Waldemar was standing exactly under it in the line of fire. I straddled up the top part of the chimney to its extreme upper edge. From it I gained a marvellously impressive view down into the abyss, my eyes sweeping the whole lower half of the wall.

			There I found a little hole, the only way by which to crawl out. Droppings of birds, feathers, old nests … then the screeching of jackdaws. ‘My dear good beasties, I don’t mean you any harm. I only want to get out and up!’ I pushed the upper part of my body through the chink; my feet kicked out over thin air for a moment and then I was through. I was in a fearful mess, just as though I had emerged from a sewer.

			The wall put up one more defence. A big overhang barred the next gully. Since there was no place for a piton, it had to be climbed without assistance, but I had sufficient skill for that. My hands searched outwards over the edge till I found a firm grip. Then I had to hold my whole weight on them for a short time, while my feet were feeling around for holds on the uttermost rim of the roof. Then I was able to take the weight off my hands, and we were through.

			We had paid no attention to our hunger, but now it made itself felt beyond denial. We ate a piece of dry bread and some sugar, which seemed a princely feast to us. We didn’t need anything else, for we were happy enough to be in the warm sun again. And in the evening I went back to Innsbruck on a borrowed bicycle.
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