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Nowadays we talk of Nanga Parbat, Batura or K2, but in the early days of the Han Dynasty these were known as ‘the mountain of bad headaches’, ‘of terrible fever’, ‘of stiff and sore limbs’ and ‘derangement’. Chinese researchers look for the reasons for this strange nomenclature in ancient demonology.
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To Günther, my climbing partner and my brother.
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Günther Messner, 1970
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Convoy of climbers and porters on a Himalayan approach march.







[image: image]




The Film in My Head


The defining experience of my life happened a long time ago in a faraway place. It was in the Himalaya, on Nanga Parbat, that I experienced the kind of expanded state of being that occurs on two levels of consciousness, the kind that can easily lead you to believe that the brain is suffering from insane delusions. For it was there that I experienced, quite clearly, how Life and Death first occurred and how they then – almost simultaneously – became part of my biography. What happened all those years ago remains in my memory as the story of my own death and at one and the same time the impossible story of my survival.


The traverse of Nanga Parbat from south to north-west in 1970 was, for me, far more than the crossing of a definite line in the geographical sense. It was like a border crossing from this world to the next, from life to death, from death to life.


I am recounting the whole story in detail now, in order to include all those who are a part of what happened and the pre-history that, at a subconscious level, was a part of my experience from the very start.


Back then, I was completely alone for a week – inconsolable, despairing, without hope – as I made my way down into the Diamir Valley. I had suffered, I was badly frostbitten. I had died. Half starved, my soul laid bare, I finally returned to the company of human kind. When I finally saw all the others again, the people I had expected to rescue me, Nanga Parbat seemed far away, an untouched peak above the clouds – the Naked Mountain. My brother, too, was far away. But where exactly was I? As I looked around the Indus Valley, I felt longing, fear and pain. I was still here.
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The Mazeno Ridge and Nanga Parbat from the south. The Messner brothers’ route is on the right of picture.





When I look back at these events today I see myself both as the victim and the dispassionate observer of the tragedy that befell us. As if I have passed through several stages of consciousness, my survival on Nanga Parbat lives on within me, an intimate interplay between being there and a faroff detachment from the events. I now wish to tell the story of that Nanga Parbat expedition in the same way that I experienced it, as an interplay between pure observation and a story as I experienced it, a shocking tragedy that marked the beginning of my identity as a man who tried to push the boundaries.
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The 4000m Diamir Face of Nanga Parbat.





Up there in the summit region, driven only by the will to survive, I frequently saw myself from a distance, as if my spirit had become detached from my body. Then I experienced again how reason and intellect would process emotions and incorporate them into my being, finally to create a feeling of unshakeable certainty. Thus it was that feelings of helplessness and despair became my destiny and a part of my life story.


I do not question what it is that creates this ability to experience events in this way; I am more concerned with the self that was born out of this process. I am telling a story that goes far beyond my own life and I write it down here as I experienced it then, as observer and protagonist at one and the same time. My theme explores how external sensual stimuli and the worry of survival create fear and how a person reacts when caught between the twin forces of life and death.


Without consciously wishing to interpret how things occurred in the way they did, I write of the way I experienced my survival and the split between being part of those events and standing apart from them. My brain registered everything that happened in exact detail – the external and the emotional, the physical and the mental processes – as if there were intervals or spaces between the feeling, the realization and the storing of the information.


Although in the final instance these mental leaps were concentrated purely on the human organism’s instinct to preserve life – slowed down, perhaps, by the imminent possibility of dying and the lack of oxygen – their effect on my conscious mind was similar to a state of schizophrenia, as perceptions and emotions faced each other like images of the sun and the moon.


In exactly the same way that feelings arise from external sensual stimuli and the experience later remains as a ‘film in the head’, my story shifts from the first to the third person during the critical phase. Splicing the emotions of the spectator into my ‘film in the head’ is my attempt to clarify how the conscious self arises when death is close.




Introduction


Nanga Parbat
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Nanga in the early morning light, viewed from the east.





The Nanga Parbat massif forces the Indus to change course and head off at 90 degrees to the south on its 2000km journey from Mount Kailas to the Indian Ocean.


Hermann Schäfer


It was around the middle of the 19th century that Nanga Parbat, the 8125m high western cornerstone of the Himalaya, was first ‘discovered’ by Europeans. Adolf Schlagintweit, the Munich-born Asian explorer and researcher, had penetrated as far as the foothills of the Himalaya on his travels and had seen Nanga Parbat from the south. A little while later he was murdered in Kashgar. The fateful history of Nanga Parbat had begun…


Reinhold Messner
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The South Face of Nanga Parbat, viewed from the Dusai Plateau.





The Most Difficult Climb of My Life


When Adolf Schlagintweit asked the locals about the name of the great mountain he had seen they replied ‘Diámar’ and ‘Nánga Parbat’. Translated from the Urdu, the names mean ‘King of the Mountains’ and ‘the Naked Mountain’.


When, seventy-eight years later, in 1934, the geographer and mountaineer Richard Finsterwalder was able to study the mountain from all sides and carry out an exact survey, he simply referred to it as ‘Nanga’, in common with most climbers of the time. Finsterwalder, then a professor in Munich, was impressed: ‘There is a 7000m height difference between the ice-encrusted peak of Nanga and the Indus, whose melancholy waters wind their turbulent way along the foot of the mountain. There are probably few places on this Earth where nature displays herself to mankind in such a grandiose and varied manner and reveals so much to us of her secrets and wonders.’ He went on: ‘Nanga Parbat is constructed like a series of storeys, with deeply riven valleys and gloomy gorges scored deep into its mighty body.’


In a similar way to Alexander von Humboldt’s description of Chimborazo, the work of Schlagintweit, Finsterwalder and, later, Dyhrenfurth has shaped the popular image of Nanga Parbat. With information gained from their botanical, geological and mountaineering explorations they awakened a similar degree of curiosity about the mountain.
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Down in the Diamir Valley. Mummery passed this way in 1895. In 1970 Reinhold Messner lay here injured, unable to walk.
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The Mazeno Ridge and Nanga Parbat (left), scene of the 1895 and 1970 tragedies.





Günther Oskar Dyhrenfurth believed that the Nanga Parbat group was a single, homogenous massif of gneiss and, like Finsterwalder before him, he gave considerable thought to the potential routes of ascent. Dyhrenfurth was effusive about the view he had of the mountain and excited by the idea of the peak as a mountaineering objective. ‘The summit is covered in glistening firn snow, the ridges and faces plastered in ice. Beneath these is a belt of alpine pastures and mighty forests that drop down to the glaciers below. Lower down the forests stop suddenly and the vegetation grows sparser. It is hot and dry here and we find isolated little settlements with artificial irrigation. Lower still the heat has killed off all life and right at the bottom of the mountain, the last 1500m down to the Indus, is a fearful desert region.’


For explorers and mountaineers alike, the mountain appeared to be an objective full of secrets and mystery. For half a century it represented the greatest possible challenge for the elite amongst German-speaking mountaineers – it became their Holy Grail.


‘When German climbers set off to remotest Asia to conquer this peak they would not be true German climbers if merely standing on the summit were enough for them’, Finsterwalder suggests. ‘If they failed to bring home with them anything of the wonder and mystery of the Himalayas then all the trials and tribulations encountered on the way to this Holy Grail of mountaineering would be for nothing.’


1934. Himalaya. Nanga Parbat. For the first time, five climbers and eleven Sherpas pushed the route as far as the Silver Plateau. Following the route reconnoitred in 1932 they almost got as far as the summit. The leader of this dangerous enterprise was one Willy Merkl; the mood one of expectation and concern. A short while before, Alfred Drexel had died of altitude-induced pulmonary oedema. The team was feeling the pressure. Suddenly the mist closed in and the wind blew up. The snow storm lasted two weeks. The descent was catastrophic: Uli Wieland, Willo Welzenbach, the expedition leader Merkl and six Sherpas lost their lives.


When Karl Maria Herrligkoffer, a younger half brother of Merkl, learned of the tragedy he vowed to continue ‘the battle for Nanga Parbat’ as a legacy and memorial to his late brother. Willy Merkl was his role model and the heroic death of the Germans on Nanga Parbat provided the impetus for him as he strove to realize the ideals that they had aspired to. For Herrligkoffer, this far-off peak in the Himalayas soon became an obsession.
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The Rakhiot Face of Nanga Parbat with the Silver Saddle and the Silver Plateau. The summit is on the far right.





The locals have two names for their mountain: Nanga Parbat, ‘the Naked Mountain’ and Diamir, ‘King of the Mountains’. Herrligkoffer viewed the mountain as his own personal holy crusade. This unclimbed peak became the objective to which he would dedicate his whole life. This was Nanga Parbat, the mountain of destiny.


Herrligkoffer published the diaries of Willy Merkl and came to identify more and more closely with the lifetime ambition of his brother. In order to redeem his silent pledge he wished to travel to the Naked Mountain himself. Working like a man possessed, he found the financial means and the first-rate mountaineers he needed, acquired the necessary mountaineering permit and organized all the travel arrangements and equipment. In 1953 he undertook his first journey to the Himalaya, leading a group of climbers to Nanga Parbat, the Holy Grail of German mountaineering. The venture was known as the Willy Merkl Memorial Expedition.
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View from the Silver Plateau back to the Silver Saddle with the Karakorum in the distance.





Hermann Buhl finally succeeded in making the first ascent of the mountain, against the express wishes of Herrligkoffer. Pepped up by the drug Pervitin he managed 1300m of ascent in a single day, reaching the summit alone on the evening of 3 July 1953. After surviving a night out in the open, he managed to descend safely. With his last ounces of strength he reached the camp below the Silver Saddle, where the two colleagues who had supported him on his summit bid were waiting. Herrligkoffer, however, who as leader of the expedition had previously ordered retreat from the mountain from his position at Base Camp, was in an emotional quandary. His feelings wavered between joy at the success and disappointment in the manner in which it was achieved. He felt he had been betrayed by the three men, who had acted against his instructions, outshone by Buhl, who had acted selfishly on his own account, and passed over by the world media. Perhaps he also felt cheated of the ‘unconditional’ ascent that the voice of his dead brother demanded of him?
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The summit ridge of Chogolisa in the Karakorum, Buhl’s last objective.
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A group of porters on the Abruzzi Glacier in the Karakorum. Broad Peak, Buhl’s second 8000m peak, is on the left of the picture.





Back in Europe, doubts arose as to the validity of Buhl’s summit bid. Herligkoffer even initiated legal proceedings against the ‘victorious summiteer’ at a later date. In Herligkoffer’s eyes, Buhl remained until his death the ‘defiler of the pure ideal’.


For Herligkoffer it was the myth of Nanga Parbat that exerted such a magical power and allure. He felt that to capture the prize that rightly belonged to his brother, yet had proved impossible for him to achieve, was his destiny. More and more climbers made the pilgrimage to the ‘King of the Mountains’ with this obsessive man. It was not that the mountain needed them, they needed the mountain: for their ambitions, their dreams, their hubris. Karl Maria Herrligkoffer had stylized the ‘Naked Mountain’, elevating it to a high ideal.
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 The Rupal Face and photos of the journey: Alice von Hobe, Karl Herrligkoffer, Reinhold Messner, Max von Kienlin; expedition truck in Persia; porters in Tarsching; Base Camp.
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Felix Kuen and Reinhold Messner leaving Camp 1 on the Rupal Face.
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Max von Kienlin and Hermann Kühn play chess as Reinhold Messner looks on.
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Camp fire at Base Camp; Karl Herrligkoffer on the right.
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A column of porters descends from Camp 2 in new snow.
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 The upper part of the Rupal Face. Beneath the summit to the left is the Merkl Couloir with the Merkl Icefield (Camp 4) below.
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View from Camp 4 down into the Rupal Valley
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Günther Messner clearing snow at the Ice Dome (Camp 3)






[image: image]


Camp 2 on the Rupal Face.
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At the foot of the dangerous concave sweep of the Diamir Face, Reinhold Messner spent days’ searching for his brother Günther before heading down the valley.
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Reinhold Messner searched for his brother in the glacial corrie at the foot of the Diamir Face (top left) before crawling down the dead Diamir Glacier (top right) to the upper Diamir Valley (bottom) and the first flowers and people.
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The summit headwall of Nanga Parbat, viewed from the south.





It was in this climate of madness that, in 1970, a team set off to attempt the South Face of Nanga Parbat; the highest mountain face on Earth; the holy grail, too, for a young generation of mountaineers, for whom Herligkoffer was their only chance of making a successful ascent.


Tensions again arose between the expedition leadership and the summit team and again it came down to a solo summit bid, this time by Reinhold Messner. Messner’s brother Günther followed him of his own free will and on 27 June 1970 they reached the summit together. However, Günther succumbed to altitude sickness, and the two brothers were forced to descend by the Diamir Face, at the foot of which Günther perished.


Thus it was that that one man, many miles away from shelter of any kind, alone and abandoned, dragged his exhausted body down the Diamir Valley. Suffering schizophrenic delusions brought on by days without food or sleep, he talked to himself, the trees and the rocks, walking off his loneliness, his fear and desperation. Slipping gradually into the role of dispassionate spectator, he finally observed his own death. In a state of temporary insanity born of loss and desperation he miraculously returned to civilisation, a changed man.


Karl Maria Herrligkoffer, however, still obsessed with Merkl’s legacy, viewed Reinhold Messner’s descent in the same way as Buhl’s ascent all those years ago: as an act of treachery.
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Chapter I


My Brother, His Death and My Madness
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The South Face of Nanga Parbat, known as the Rupal Face.





Could there be any other mountain face on Earth that is higher than the one captured in the sketches penned by Schlagintweit? The mountain is indeed ‘naked’, for the fall line of the great flank is almost vertical, so that snow can barely cling to the precipitous slopes.


Hermann Schäfer


The first view is always of the fearsome South Face. 5000m high, with mighty granite buttresses and overhanging domes of ice, it rises up out of the midday mists in the Rupal Valley to the crowning glory, the summit.


Fritz Bechtold


Where the mountains of the Alps and the Caucasus stop, here in the Himalaya is where they start.


Hermann Schäfer
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Günther Messner, 1970.





Günther – Lost but not Forgotten


In 1970, the Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat was exactly to our taste – big, steep and a long way away.


When a journalist asked my younger brother about our objective, he received no answer at first. Günther merely looked at him. It was as if he was incapable of imagining the huge mountain face. It was eerily quiet in the room. Günther’s silence was a part of his answer. Then he produced a photograph. ‘It is very big,’ he said.


After the long, pregnant pause and the silence, this one short sentence had an explosive effect. It was almost tangible; the mountain in the photograph seemed to grow infinitely large, like a mountain viewed through a magnifying glass. The journalist asked us what we intended to do out there. Again there was silence from Günther; a long silence. My brother fixed the stranger with his gaze. As he turned to go, after a further, even longer, silence, he uttered a few trivial words: ‘Just want to get away from here, far away.’


Günther, my younger brother, is now dead, yet still he lives on in my dreams.


Günther and I are climbing the North Face of the Kleine Fermeda in the Dolomites, in the Geisler group. We have just finished traversing across a snowfield and I am leading off up the vertical summit wall. I have tied the hemp rope directly round my waist and Günther pays it out over his shoulder as he belays me in the classic style.


The North Face of the Kleine Fermeda is the first big face we have climbed independently; we are extremely proud of our independence.
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Kleine Geislerspitze from the north. On the right is the Kleine Fermeda.





I move across to the right on loose rock and gain a crack, which ends abruptly at the summit ridge. Beneath my feet the face falls away steeply for hundreds of metres. With my big, clumsy boots I dislodge a small protruding rock, which breaks away and drops with a sharp crack into the void. ‘Ten metres of rope left,’ Günther shouts.


The sun shines brightly above the shadowy precipice. Leaning forward to peer into the void we can feel the cold thrill of danger. With a few swift, catlike moves I haul myself upwards to stand on the ridge in the sun. Quickly belaying the rope to a knob of rock, I lean out over the face. ‘Safe!’ I shout.


It is time for Günther to second the pitch.


As I attempted to describe the last route we climbed together the impressions were still so fresh and the loss of my brother so painful that I had alternately to consciously think myself into the role of protagonist and observer in order to prevent myself from succumbing to madness once more. This schizophrenia was like a medicine. And yet, I did not wish to delve again into self pity as I counted off the time backwards to the death of Günther, where everything ended and everything begins.


Then, as now, I feel time stand still whenever Günther is with me. We talk to each other; everything still lies before us. It is as if I have forgotten the intervening years.


During the descent from the mountain after Günther’s disappearance I was so immeasurably alone that I constantly held conversations with myself. These were days full of despair and I was talking for my life. It was as if talking alone were enough to give me that faint ray of hope. Talking had become a matter of survival. It was all about getting through just one day, staying alive for just one more day. It was not a question of having died, for in death there is no longer any thought of self. But even as a survivor I still experienced that feeling of increasing remoteness as a feeling of having been abandoned; as a kind of dissociation. Perhaps this was because one can neither cope with, nor indeed survive, such loneliness without suffering lasting damage.


Günther was dead. I had to get home alone.


In the intervening years, I have retold the whole story a hundred times. Calling to mind the details over and over again, I have tried to hold onto Günther and at the same time let go of him piece by piece. But to have to reduce his death too often to just a few sentences causes me pain. To comprehend the incomprehensible requires time. Now, thirty years later, the contexts become clearer and the backgrounds brighter and more coherent. With the help of diary entries, quotes from official expedition reports (see Bibliography, page 315) and letters, I will now tell the story of my mountain of destiny. And so, in a fragmentary way, like the tiny stones of a mosaic, the story of our complete traverse of Nanga Parbat is assembled until a picture emerges that is timeless.


Now that I am prepared to understand my own self as the sum of that which is both within and without, the aggregate of body and soul, I can finally write about the most difficult days of my life – the story of the Naked Mountain.




Chapter II


The Crowning Glory: the Himalaya
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The snow ridge leading to the Silver Saddle.





‘The crowning glory and the ultimate aspiration of the mountaineer’s wistful yearning!’ That was how Willy Merkl described the high peaks of the Himalaya. His whole life had been geared towards achieving this objective, yet shortly before he could taste victory an unimaginable destiny had snatched that crown from his grasp.


Karl Maria Herrligkoffer
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Willo Welzenbach.





Willy Merkl seized upon the ideas outlined by his friend Welzenbach, whose plan to mount a Nanga Parbat Expedition in 1930 had been frustrated.


Johann Ammer


Now we see it for the first time: Nanga, the mountain of our dreams! The view of the South Face is breathtaking; with a height of 5000m, it must surely be the most enormous of the world’s big faces. We have to crane our necks just to get a look at the snowclad summit, perched high above the awesome precipice of that Face. One thing we know for sure: this is the biggest thing we have ever seen in our lives. Or, rather: never before have we felt so small and insignificant as now, in the presence of a mountain of such unique and tremendous size.


Willy Merkl


The First Attempt


It has a certain fairy-tale sound to it, to be sure. For once upon a time, at the end of the nineteenth century, there was a man who reached for the stars: A.F. Mummery, one of the most prolific English mountaineers of his time. Thus is was that, forty years before the Germans arrived, the first serious attempt was made to bag the first ascent of the Naked Mountain. Incredibly, it was way back in 1895 that Mummery, accompanied by his fellow countrymen Collie and Hastings, and two soldiers from the Gurkha regiment, penetrated the upper Diamir Valley by way of the Rupal Valley and pitched his tents on the edge of the glacier. Directly opposite, on the broad flank of the mountain, he could make out a line of ascending rock spurs, which appeared to form a natural, and certainly highly possible, route of ascent, he thought. Together with the Gurkha Ragobir as his porter and a local hunter, Mummery actually managed to work his way up to a point just above the middle rock spur – in nailed boots, with no pitons either for protection or to safeguard abseil descents. A tent was firmly anchored on the second rock spur and stocked with provisions. After carrying loads to the camp, bad weather brought storms and forced a retreat. A second attempt was mounted and a second food dump made at 6100m. As Mummery and Ragobir were scrambling up onto the crest of the ridge-like upper spur, a large block became dislodged from the balustrades of ice perched above them. At first, there was silence…


Mummery and Ragobir were climbing the steep undercut rib when they were alarmed to hear a deafening crash. Instinctively, they ducked and then rose to their feet again immediately. High above them, a monstrous mass of ice and snow had gathered and was now bearing down on them, growing in size like a gathering cloud. Seconds later they were enveloped in a boiling white mass of spindrift. From below, through his binoculars, Collie saw only how the two men disappeared under the cloud. He believed them to be dead.
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The Diamir Glacier, looking towards the Diamir Gap.





Mummery, too, was fearful that the spindrift avalanche would sweep them off the mountain with it. He whirled around frantically, but could see nothing. There was a crack and a roar, accompanied by flashes of light that lit up the sky for a brief instant. Mummery could only cling on and hope that they would remain unharmed by this thunderous maelstrom of ice and snow.


Ragobir was totally distraught. He could not understand what was happening and was visibly shaken, his whole body trembling violently. ‘Pull yourself together, man,’ Mummery screamed at his porter, ‘It’s all or nothing now.’ He repeated the phrase under his breath, over and over again, reciting it like a mantra.
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View of the Rakhiot Valley from the Diamir Gap.





Collie watched the plummeting tangle of cloud for a long time. Then he looked up. As the bank of spindrift began to disperse, two figures appeared, moving. They were alive! They were climbing on. Acting like a dam wall, the rock spur had diverted the mass of falling ice to one side and funnelled it down a gully, sparing the climbers above on the crest of the rib.


Mummery, only briefly distracted by the occurrence, felt safe on the rib and climbed on undeterred with the Gurkha. They did not reach the icefield above, however, for a long way below the last difficult band of ice cliffs Ragobir fell ill. The gateway to the Bazhin Gap, a broad rift to the left of the summit cliffs, was wide open yet the summit was still a long way from their grasp. English gentleman that he was, Mummery now abandoned his attempt and shepherded his sick porter back down to their first camp, even though he was still highly animated and his spirit undiminished by his assault on the face.
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A.F. Mummery.





During that morning and in the days before, on the way up, Mummery’s abiding concern had been to find the best possible line of ascent, and he had committed the details of each section of the route to memory, scanning the way ahead over and over again, perhaps to ensure that the descent was made with no unnecessary detours. As if driven by some inner compulsion he had memorized the terrain like a jigsaw puzzle, piece by piece, a series of images with seracs, gullies, rocky outcrops. At the first steep section, shaped like the bow of a ship, he knew he had to descend to the left. And he knew, too, that it was best to stick to the thin snow line until it lost itself in the jumble of crevasses. How important it is to remember a few points of reference to prevent you suddenly getting lost on the way up or down the mountain!


Mummery had practised this kind of mountain craft over a period of many years and every time he climbed he forced himself to visualize the reverse image of the route to safeguard the descent. This precaution had often saved his life, as it did now on Nanga Parbat. How else could he have found his way down again? In spindrift or in the mist, every mountain is like a maze.


Mummery knew of a possible route to the summit. Would his strength and stamina have been enough to get there and back again? What if he had been forced into an emergency bivouac out in the open? No, he would never have reached the summit of Nanga the following day; it would have been out of the question.


Instead, the story was to unfold in a different, tragic, way.


Continued snowfall made it impossible for Mummery to launch a second assault up the crest of the rock spur he had already reconnoitred, so he decided to abandon the attempt and instead inspect the Diamir Gap at the very head of the valley. Maybe he intended to traverse the Rakhiot ridge with his two Gurkha companions. He had arranged to meet Collie and Hastings on the north side of the mountain. The two men were to transfer the bulk of the expedition’s equipment over three small passes on the Chilas side to the Rakhiot Valley – a journey that involved no great risk. But Mummery never arrived.


Hastings and Collie quickly made their way back to the Diamir Valley. The British authorities mobilized a search party of local men from the surrounding valleys, but they found no sign of Mummery. It will perhaps remain unclear quite where and how this pioneer of mountaineering met his fate. Only one thing is certain: in 1895 the descent from the Diamir Gap was impossible. Was Mummery buried by an avalanche? Did he fall into a crevasse? Or had he indeed made one last attempt on the summit, perhaps via the ramp on the North Face that I was to climb 105 years later? That route would at least have offered Mummery a slim chance of reaching the summit of Nanga Parbat.
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The northern aspect of Nanga Parbat (the Rakhiot side).





In 1930, Willo Welzenbach, the most experienced ice-climbing specialist of the inter-war years, seized upon Walter Schmidkunz’ idea of organizing a Nanga Parbat expedition. Schmidkunz, the editor of the German Alpine Club in Munich, who had purchased the German rights of Mummery’s book and translated Mummery’s last letters to his wife into German, saw Nanga Parbat as the easiest of the eight-thousanders. Willy Merkl then adopted Welzenbach’s plan and, in 1932, led a joint German-American team to ‘Nanga’. Merkl wished to attempt the mountain from the Rakhiot side, the side of the mountain to which Mummery was last headed. Willy Merkl considered the Diamir Face to be too dangerous and he knew from Mummery that the South Face was unclimbable. Therein lies the allure of the South or Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat: it is commonly regarded as the most impossible of the big Himalayan walls. In his history of Nanga Parbat, Günter Oskar Dyhrenfurth describes the South-East and Southern aspect of the massif as one of the highest big walls in the world: ‘4500 vertical metres, the upper half tremendously steep, with rugged buttresses, steep rock steps and hanging seracs. Even the most optimistic and accomplished climber would have to admit that an attempt on this gigantic face is out of the question.’


As a result, the German-American Expedition of 1932 decided to reconnoitre a potential line of ascent from the Rakhiot Valley. They actually managed to get a fair way up, too, and returned to Base Camp without any losses. On the journey home, however, the American Rand Herron – having survived unscathed the avalanches and other dangers on Nanga – fell to his death from the Chefren Pyramid in Egypt. The Nanga Parbat veterans ascribed the whole thing to Fate, while the local prophets of doom proclaimed that the ‘demon’ of the mountain had taken him. Merkl remained unimpressed by such fanciful notions and described his fascination with the struggle for the summit thus: ‘There is no greater objective. Hard-fought was the struggle, near at hand the longed-for summit. Harder still to bear was the failure and bitter the realization that this huge mountain refused to be subjected to our collective will. Yet merely to have stood amongst the ranks of the battle troops, to have prepared the way to one of the highest of mountaineering objectives, brings joy.’ The inherent dangers were described in similarly mystical terms: ‘Words cannot convey the sheer size and extent of these ice-clad Himalayan precipices. We saw kilometre-long barricades of ice crashing down with a dreadful thundering noise, hardly able to breathe in the eerie gloom of the thick cloud of ice dust that settled as they fell. Everyone spoke of it as the harbinger of doom: the wrathful God of Nanga had cast the first stone. Were the locals really haunted by such bad omens?’ No they were not, but this is how the idealized picture of the struggle was to emerge, a struggle that in popular mythology was to become a clash of the titans. Such fond imaginings were also responsible for the notion of the mountain elevated to the position of a supreme ideal. Climbing Nanga Parbat became a synonym for such values as uncompromising effort, loyalty unto death, comradeship and the idea of the rope as a bond for life. Above all this stood the summit: the Holy Grail and a metaphor for the shared objective.
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The 1934 expedition. (left to right) Front row: Schneider, Welzenbach, Aschenbrenner, Merkl, Consul Kapp, Müllritter, Kuhn; Back row: Bernard, Wieland, Capt. Sangster, Hieronimus, Bechtold.





For Merkl, the solution to the last great problems of the Himalaya required ‘different assumptions than those applicable to the conquering of mountains in the Eastern and Western Alps. For there is a difference of whether one has to maintain one’s mental and physical powers over a period of days or months. In the Himalaya it is not so much about the power and momentum generated by a tremendous, yet momentary, force of will, as is often crucial for the ascent of the most difficult big faces in the Alps; rather, everything depends upon the ability to hold out, to be constantly prepared to do battle. In the Himalaya, the decisive factor is the cooperation between like-minded characters, the collaborative effort involved that serves only to achieve the big objective rather than one’s personal ambition.’


There was one further prejudice that Willy Merkl brought home with him from his first Nanga Parbat trip: the myth that this was the easiest of the eight-thousanders to climb.


‘It can be climbed and it can be climbed by our route,’ he said; of this he was convinced.


Two years later, in 1934, they were off again, this time with Willo Welzenbach in the team. But why was it that Merkl was again named as the leader of the expedition? It was force of habit, just like in politics, where the leader assumes the lead simply because he has done so before, and also because Merkl was a man well capable of generating enthusiasm. And because he was so sure of victory.


‘Do you believe in victory?’ a journalist asked the expedition leader before departure.


‘Yes,’ Merkl replied. ‘We must succeed at all costs.’


‘And what if you are not successful?’


‘Then I won’t come home!’


The mountain had no need of such heroics; Merkl, however, needed the mountain. He longed for ‘his Nanga’ like the addict needs his drugs. Such a mountain is well suited to a hero’s death.


The Second Attempt


By 6 July 1934, Schneider, Aschenbrenner, Drexel and Welzenbach were at Camp 4. Alfred Drexel, a big bear of a man, was complaining of headaches. A short while later Drexel decided to descend. He had to get back down to Camp 2 as fast as possible; the headaches were growing steadily worse.
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Silver Saddle, Silver Plateau and Main Summit of Nanga Parbat.





On 7th June Drexel could no longer stand and had to lie down. The expedition doctor arrived from Base Camp. By 8th June Drexel was lying unconscious in his tent. The doctor diagnosed pneumonia; there was bleeding from the lungs. Porters rushed up to the camp with oxygen equipment. On 8th June at 9 o’clock in the evening Drexel died at the camp, the probable cause being acute pulmonary oedema.


Four weeks later, as the others arrived at Camp 7 below the Silver Saddle, six of the Darjeeling porters were suffering from altitude sickness. The camp was at 7100m, too high for them to recover. There was nothing for it; the sick men had to turn back. With a heavy heart, Fritz Bechtold bade farewell to his comrades and led the sick porters back down to Camp 4.


Five climbers and a dozen porters remained for the last, and most difficult, part of the climb – the summit push. Erwin Schneider and Peter Aschenbrenner, two top-class climbers from the Tyrol, took the lead. They broke trail, the others following in their wake. The lead team reached the Silver Plateau, the great snow plateau beyond the Silver Saddle, and carried on climbing. Ahead lay the virgin summit of the unclimbed mountain. Both men were certain that the following day the ascent of the plateau and the ridge beyond would be possible. The main summit looked to be just a few hours distant, surely it would be no big deal. Up and down again in a day was the best strategy, they reckoned.


Back down at the flat ground of the Silver Plateau they searched around for a place out of the wind to pitch the tents. Camp 8 was established at a height of 7600m. The others soon arrived – three sahibs and more than a dozen porters, far too many people so high on the mountain. But that evening as they sat together the fears began to subside. The weather was good and there was a general mood of confidence that tomorrow the summit would be theirs for the taking.
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