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      It
       is customary for a book to have a beginning and an end. Not this one; and this page could just as well appear in its middle, or before or after, its contents. It is like my life, which runs its course and I know neither its start nor its conclusion.
    

         
      In a corner of my room there hangs, by a slender thread, a representation of the world. Consisting of two simple circles of straw, it is transparent. Four star-shaped trimmings are a reminder of Christmas; but it has become almost meaningless, and I see that during the course of the years one of the four stars has fallen off. However, the globe keeps on swinging, slowly, now one way, now the other. It hardly ever comes to rest.
    

         
      I have christened my circles of straw ‘The World’. Sometimes I watch it swinging for quite a time and think about it.
    

         
      For a naught is nothing; but a naught that has started to swing must, after all, be something …
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            – CHAPTER 1 –

            The Astronaut

         

         When the first man in space caught sight of the earth, his first conclusion was that it really was round. He next observed that it was surrounded by a shimmering blue cloak, clearly defined against the darkness of the void. Not one of the many stars he could see, not the moon, nor the sun, flaming unnaturally there in the black sky, evinced this fairylike feature. Only the earth – man’s heaven.

         Day and night succeeded one another swiftly. The speed of the flight was breath-taking, but the astronaut was not conscious of it. In the death-like silence, the earth turned beneath him. Now the strip of atmosphere stretched orange-red about the star, veiled in the darkness of night. Scarcely an hour later, cloud-banks were glittering in sunlight. What had become of time? It was with a sense of irony that the astronaut looked at the face of his watch; except for the capsule – his only fixed point – oceans and continents filed past down below. There were people down there whom he could not see, and those he loved were just as remote. All he knew was that they were thinking of him then – there, under the blue glass-dome.

         Someday, somebody, perhaps his great grandson, would fly still farther afield, right through the stars, traversing infinite distances away from the earth. He would know no more of nights and days. With him there would only be the stars, space and the fear of death.

         What would be that man’s thoughts? Must he not be oppressed merely by the idea of his immeasurable distance from the earth? Would he not live, out there among the myriads of the stars, in the sole hope of a safe return to it? To his earth which, for an inexplicable reason that lay in its very self, had created a paradise in the vast loneliness of space?

         Our astronaut looked down again at the ever-receding earth. He too belonged to it; to the narrow, precarious space between zero and 8,000 metres, where man can live – in which all the world’s miracles and all its bestialities are enacted – the glittering skin of a drop of water.

         Down there under the magic carpet of the clouds, men, were fighting and making love; in the loud din of war, tanks were roaring through the sands of the desert; ships sailed the seas and cities grew to being; here a mother was bringing her child to life, there a professor was cracking his head over the meaning of existence; forests rustled, and a young girl discovered that her breasts had started to form; and somewhere, somebody, cursing the whole world, died soon after. The earth kept on turning, and there was no end to love … for human beings beneath the heavens … who have always longed to go to where earth and sky meet.

         And so they set out for the horizon, and climbed the highest peaks. Only wise men and lovers stayed where they were; but no one else understood why they had no need to go so far afield. Not even our astronaut, who had not climbed up to heaven, but burst through it, so that he was now outside, and could see the earth in all its limitations – and space in all its infinity.

         A turntable was racing round. There were children, holding hands, cutting capers, dancing in a ring, shouting, laughing, clapping, singing in unison with the loud-speaker: ‘Little Marcello has gone up into space in his spaceship with a special mission, and is now happily breaking up the stars with his hammer.’ A roll of drums, and the stars splinter in the mirror above the gaily-hued pasteboard-box. Manfredo, aged just two, has fetched a chair and is looking on, entranced. ‘Ancora!’ howl the others, for the record has run out; the little ‘disc-jockey’ – yes, he knows how – plants the needle back at the beginning, and for the ninth time the bright-yellow cardboard ship mounts with Marcello to the sky. And the whirling dance goes on …

         
             

         

         Out here in space all is silence; the earth down there turns soundlessly. The man in the space-capsule knows that the moment for the descent is near – down through the blue cloak of vapour, which protects the earth from death-dealing space. Meteors are quenched in it, so heavy is it; human beings can breathe and move in it, so light it is. The astronaut knows it: in a few minutes he will himself be hurtling through that sky like a meteor. Then the heat shield will begin to melt, the capsule itself may start to glow … and he, will he be burnt to death?

         Everything has been worked out to a hair; he will come down safely to earth.

         But will he? Nobody knows. Downward tilts the capsule.

         Who knows how many urgent prayers have risen to heaven while men were hurtling back through the atmosphere?

         Prayers, yes – but to what heaven? Where is that heaven?

         
             

         

         The astronaut has landed safely on earth.

      

   


   
      
         
            – CHAPTER 2 –

            Crystals

         

         Suddenly, the first wave of the föhn burst upon the silence of the valley. We were on our way to look for crystals, in the night, and the storm howled around us, throwing wave upon shock wave into the vale.

         
             

         

         The wind came from the south, roaring over the sub-alpine ridges, swirling far up to the Marmolata’s crest, coursing in wild gusts among the pillars of the Drei Zinnen, and finishing by whistling the whole gamut of the scale among the ridges and towers of the Dolomites.

         It was as if the whole sky had burst into turmoil, that March night. Was the storm ushering in the spring; in the night, of all things?

         The white wall of the Hohe Tauern, confronting the warm southerly gale on its northward path, drove it high up into the sky. But it was not as easy as that to stop the ‘snowgobbler’, as these storms are called in the Salzburg dialect. True, its cloak of cloud, caught between the ice peaks tarried among the summits – but the storm itself fell with undiminished fury upon the valleys to the north.

         There, in the Salzach lowlands, the night-dark meadows stood starred with the first flowers; spring was already here.

         Suddenly, the first wave of the föhn burst upon the silence of the valley.

         
             

         

         We were on our way to look for crystals, and the storm was howling around us. Why had we come here by night?

         One of the locals was responsible for that, telling us that he found crystals much more easily by night than by day: they blinked at him from far of in the light of his lantern, as he climbed the gullies in the steep slopes …

         The föhn threw wave upon shock wave into the vale. They came roaring down from somewhere high up among the glaciers, tearing through the forest, and hastening away from towards the Salzach.

         We could see very little, here in the pitch-darkness of the lower Sulzbachtal, which rose, narrowly confined at this point by steep slopes, towards the Gross Venediger – that silvery three-thousander rising above the broad glacier realm of the westerly Hohe Tauern. Even when a gap appeared in the black wall of the forest, we could only guess where the peak stood, high above the head of the valley.

         What an idiotic idea, searching for crystals by night … I should never have thought of it, even in the days when, as a lad, I ranged the valleys with my hammer, dreaming of hidden rifts crammed with crystals. On the other hand if the local was right, it would be like a fairy story. We had thought of that – already imagining the crystals winking at us in the light of the lantern – when we decided to pursue this fairy tale.

         So here we were, following the narrow path, which I remembered from my young days as a stone-hunter. There was a place where we had to turn up through the forest to the foot of a cliff. It was at a bend in the path, soon after crossing a brook. Could I find it in this darkness?

         ‘How much farther?’

         ‘I’m not sure. Maybe half an hour, maybe an hour. One moves more slowly by night.’

         ‘Can you remember the place?’

         ‘Yes, I shall find it again.’

         Things had changed a good deal. Clearings had disappeared, the forest seemed to have grown denser, or was it just the darkness? The path, definitely the only one in the Untersulzbachtal, had not changed at all. Over there, in the next valley, there is a road now; and in the Felbertal – two or three parallel valleys to the east – today you can drive straight through a tunnel, on a splendid motorway, down to the Dolomites. I am sorry about the Obersulzbachtal – I used to go there on foot … it was there that, twenty years ago, after a two days’ search, I found my first mountain crystal. There it lay on the moss, clear as a drop of dew – just as if everyone knew that crystals always lie on a mossy boulder on a slope. I endowed it with an inner light of its own. Though there was no sun, it was brighter than the snows on the peaks. I can remember how my hand trembled as, at last, I picked it up.

          My thoughts were interrupted …

         ‘Do you think we still need the lamp? The forest isn’t so dark here, and you say you know the way. We’ll need it when we get there because we can’t find crystals without its light.’

         ‘Quite right,’ I agreed. I had a reserve flash lamp in my rucksack, but it would be a pity if one of us couldn’t see anything, up on the slope. So I turned the lamp off.

         That moment, with the crystal lying there on the moss, still shines undimmed whenever I recall it; even though I later found larger and more beautiful ones on the Sonnblick. Not even a shining green emerald in the bed of a stream below an old mine in the Habachtal could oust that small, regular pyramid of quartz from its place in my heart. For it was my first stone.

         Today, as I write this, I believe it to be quite wrong simply to believe that the new merely replaces the old. Sometime or other, in some place or other, the past will suddenly surge up – a person, a face, a likeness … a tune. And when it does, it is there. All of a sudden you relive something you thought long past. Sometimes it is only a recollection … but sometimes that past begins its own strange existence and grows stronger than the present. And so it becomes a new present.

         Consciously or unconsciously? Who can tell, for instance, when a ‘successful’ man starts slaving away at taking a degree; when a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor marries the girl of his childhood, and a barrister decides to become a mountain guide? And then, it is by no means certain whether they themselves know why.

         Even I remember an agonised ropemate, whose ill-fortune it was that crystals suddenly appeared on a ridge we were climbing, and at more than one spot, too. I need hardly say that we did not climb our peak, that day.

         ‘I believe I shall find a great big crystal today …’ Yes, there was something in the air of this night, but what? I didn’t know myself, so I laughed a little and said: ‘All crystal hunters believe that – I thought so myself, every single day. A hunter once told me about a wonderful great crystal in a rock fissure in the forest; he used to go back every now and then to look at it. Only he knows where, though …’

         ‘I can quite understand his keeping it secret. And why shouldn’t today be just such a lucky one for us – on my very first search?’

         ‘I hope it will be. It can always happen. But just now it’s dark and we have still to find the place. The largest stones found on this face till now were about the length of one’s finger – green, brown and sometimes even black ones, of quite unusual brilliance, possibly semi-precious. They are called epidotes, and, so far as I know, no larger ones have been found anywhere; and who knows what else may be hidden in the Tauern, unknown to anyone, even to the old crystal hunters who clambered about up there for decades …’ (not like me, for only a few days).

         ‘Once – over there in the Habachtal – I had incredible luck myself. The two-man crew of the old emerald mine had been washing for emeralds for days outside the half-silted-up hole in the face, at about 8,000 feet. They had already amassed quite a find of ‘collector’s stones’ – white or pale green crystals, all full of faults and flaws – but were quite contented. Pure, valuable emeralds are, of course, very rare and hardly ever found. The two men were very amiable, and allowed me to disappear, armed with a little luck and a big bucket, into the darkness of the tunnel. I could fill my bucket once, in the hope that, the muddy deposit might hold a collector’s stone, in which case it would be mine to keep. I chose a place that looked likely and filled the bucket, at a venture. Once outside, we separated the silvery mud under the jet of water in the sunlight. There, shone a collector’s stone … and another … evidently my luck was in … And then, suddenly, we were all three staring in amazement at the mesh: on it lay a glorious emerald, dark green and full of fire, with not a flaw in it … Nobody spoke; but I knew what was coming next – I should have to surrender the stone. My luck had lasted just that short moment.’

         The whole forest seemed to be in motion by now. The dark trunks swayed slowly back and forth, while the branches moved restlessly up and down, as if they did not belong to them.

         ‘I wouldn’t have given it back,’ said the voice by my side. I did not reply. Odd characters, these trees all around us.

         ‘How did you, a climber, take to searching for crystals?’

         I hesitated. ‘That’s rather a long story,’ I said, ‘and had nothing to do with climbing, originally. But if you really want to know …?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘Well, it started like this. When I was a child, my father took me along one day on to the Kumitzberg near Villach – a little, wooded hill at the gates of my hometown in Carinthia. There were supposed to be red garnets up there whatever they might be; but I realised from the way he spoke that they must be something very special. We got there, after a long time; they weren’t anything very special – just red blobs in the rock. What impressed me most was that I had had to walk so far; and my father was very disappointed with me.

         ‘Later, however, at Salzburg, other stones began to mean a great deal to me; there was a big river just outside our windows and its broad rubble-covered flats, which changed in appearance completely after every high-water, seemed to us, when we came out of school, much more important and exciting than all the lovely town, with its parks, churches and fine architecture. On the ‘Salzach-rubble’ nobody read us any lectures; it was our island fastness in the middle of an over-regimented life. No peaceful citizen had ever summoned up the energy to climb down there and interrupt our stony and watery warfare.

         ‘One day I found a fossilised snail as large as a bread plate in a lump of red rock down there. That gave me a new idea; each flood-water of the Salzach brought something new down with it and, gradually, more and more of it was transferred to our house. At first my mother was none too enthusiastic, but she was a woman who loved the sun and the woods and, indeed all nature; and, after I had shown her the snail, she left me to my own devices. I was soon battling for space; for the Salzach brought quite a lot down on its long journey from the Hohe Tauern to Salzburg. My father, just back from the front, sat in a prisoner-of-war camp, and I could not see him. But I could write to him; so, while I was alternately rustling up food from the Americans and hammering away down on the rubble, I kept him posted about my latest finds. He commented back on them and one day, to my great surprise, he sent me a sketch map. It seems he knew where the red snails were to be found! I went there the very next day, going on foot with my map, as I did not then possess a bicycle: it was only three miles to the south of Salzburg. At the bottom of a deep red ravine I found quantities of what I was looking for – a whole seabed of snails, ammonites, crinoid-stems lay there between the ferns and the roots. Every time I found a new creature, the population of that seabed grew in my imagination. Even in the town I went around with staring eyes, and many of those who met me thought I was in a trance. How could they guess that, for me, a nautilus or an ichthyosaurus had just swum across the Residenzplatz? In spite of the heavy traffic, I felt absolutely justified, and certainly no dreamer; it had really happened – only, a couple of million years before. Indeed, someone had once found an ichthyosaurus in my ravine; but that had been a long time ago.

         ‘Every Sunday I scrambled around on the steep cliffs of the gorge; very unsafe ground, slippery with clay, tufted with grass, and at some places dotted with scrubby trees. Twice I lost my hold, but managed each time to grab a branch before going all the way down. As I never met anyone between the walls of the ravine, I soon came to regard it as my own private realm.

         ‘I was wrong, however. I had just gouged an ammonite, the size of my head, out of a newly-discovered ledge – it was narrow and I had to keep my balance by hanging on to a root – just climbed down and stowed it in my rucksack; was just ready, in fact, to whistle my cheerful way home down through the woods, when – as if sprung from the ground, a weather-beaten old boy popped up, not five paces in front of me, regarding me with a knowing kind of look. Unable to find words I just stood and stared at him, as if he were a ghost; but he was very much alive. ‘Found owt today, eh?’ came the amiable enquiry, emerging from that creased and crinkled face.

         ‘Oh, just a thing or two–’ I stammered, diving into my trouser pocket for a couple of crinoid stems.

         ‘So there was someone else! The horrid thought crossed my mind that he might know about my ammonite-place up there. I followed an ancient mushroom hunter’s precept: better say nothing. I show him the stems. I could feel the weight of my rucksack tugging at my back.

         ‘Not much luck, then, today!’ said the old man, with an amused smile. ‘But tha’s reet well equipped – so well’ (and here he began to chuckle) ‘that tha’ dids’tna git oop to th’ ammonite-layer oop theer cos of t’load tha’s wearin’ on tha’ back …’

         ‘Oh, I see,’ said I, greatly relieved; and then we both started to laugh. We collectors had reached an understanding.

         ‘Two days later, I was visiting the old man, to see his collection; and with the undeclared intention of picking his brains to the best of my ability. He lived in a somewhat rickety house at the other end of town. Every corner of the room I entered glittered and sparkled, as if the dwarfs of the Grimm Brothers had brought their whole treasure up from the bowels of the earth. There were blue, red, green minerals; stones of every kind, size and shape, and more remarkable, something not to be found anywhere round Salzburg – marvellous crystals, of every shade and colour. At first the old man was just friendly, but said little: only that the crystals came from the Hohe Tauern. Gradually, I dragged more and more out of him; he told me about the old Roman gold-workings near the Bockhardsee, the emeralds in the Habachtal, all about crystals, dark and light, and also about our own epidotes, here in the Untersulzbachtal. He had suddenly become communicative, and told me a great deal about his expeditions to the rim of the glaciers, about ridges which no one visits. Yes, he said, there must be unimaginable treasures still hidden in the Hohe Tauern. As he spoke, my imagination was increasingly seized by the idea of the giant crystal hidden in some rift and waiting for me to find it. At the end of my visit, when the old man presented me with a coloured map of the Venediger Group, I was for starting out that very instant …’

         ‘Did you ever find your crystal?’

         ‘No, but only because I did not believe in it long enough. Had I done so, I would simply have gone on till I came across it. But I was lured away by the mountains, the Himalaya, Greenland … all the same, it might get a grip on me again any day; if so, I shall just grab my hammer, and go after it.’

         For a while, the only sound was that of our footsteps. Then I went on:

         ‘Do you know, there is nothing, however big or mad, you cannot achieve, if you believe in it. You can climb an 8,000-metre peak, cross the Atlantic alone in a boat …’

         ‘If your lungs are up to it, and you have a boat, of course.’

         ‘In the end, you can do anything. The only difficult thing is to get across to people. They have to understand you. Their hearts and souls are no mountains, no oceans; they are islands, waiting and hoping for the moment to come. Sometimes, they do understand you …

         ‘Of course, not everyone can climb Everest – why should they? They may have discovered quite a different secret: a formula, a work of art – even, perhaps, in so doing – themselves.

         ‘I wonder how many Hillarys and Tensings have never found their way to the heights, simply because they did not believe in them sufficiently? Maybe some descendant of the Vikings, on his Sunday afternoon walk, looks longingly at the waters of some river that winds down to the sea, and knows he is due in the office next morning. That is where he belongs in the “programme” – by his own volition … Or did he will it? Resigned, he goes home, to watch television, on whose screen he finds what he has lost; the wide, wide sea and far-off, unknown shores. And he waits for something – but what? Finally, he shakes his head, this son of the Vikings, has a look at the papers, and goes to bed. After all, there is always one’s leave to look forward to …’

         ‘Do you climb mountains, then, just because there is no “programme”?’

         ‘Maybe; but I can’t give any precise reason. It is simply that I am happy there, and so have to go back again and again. Sometimes the main attraction is that of the unknown.’

         ‘When did you start?’

         ‘When I was sixteen; soon after I met the old crystal hunter.’

         ‘And why?’

         ‘I don’t really know, now. It just happened, on a day when I wanted to hunt for crystals – in fact I was on my way to a source the old man had suggested to me …’

         ‘And then what happened?’

         ‘Nothing – except that I left it unvisited and went straight on to the summit.’

         ‘Do you know why?’

         ‘No.’

         The forest had fallen silent. Over on the other side, or down in the valley bed, there was the rushing echo of a torrent.

         ‘If you can’t tell me why you went on to your summit, can you describe what it is like to be on a glacier?’

         ‘I love it. For me it is the direct antithesis of a street. It is continually on the move; and you can wander anywhere you like about its ice; for only the glacier itself, with its crevasses and séracs, constrains you. But with enough experience and a good ropemate, you can climb the most savage icefalls and how exciting it is to move among these fantastic structures of green ice, over outsize bridges, past towers the height of a house, through a fan-like tracery of blue crevasses, that changes from day to day! There are times when you hear a muffled crack in the giant’s cold body; it has moved a little, again; or the roar of collapsing séracs. And when you are jumping a crevasse, you can hear the water down in its depths …’

         ‘And you haven’t fallen into one yet?’

         ‘No – not yet, surprisingly enough, but, of course, one is always roped. So far, at the moment when I felt the ground give under me, I have always been able to crook my knee and throw myself across. Though I did once fall into a waterhole, quite early on, when I was a boy – and I was alone at the time. I had climbed up on to the ice, out of sheer curiosity, to see what it was like up there, and found it quite fantastic. I wandered about between the glacier-streams and huge mushrooms of rock and ice, occasionally throwing a glance over to the boulders on the moraine, in case there might be a crystal lying among them. It was early morning, and the sun had only just arrived; so the waterholes in the glacier were still hard-frozen. They looked like rare flowers – for the long blue-green stems of ice crystals had, during the night, grown inwards from the rim to the centre, star-fashion. The sun mounted in the sky, and for once I suppose I was careless: I stepped on to one of those blue flowers, and found myself standing up to my neck in water. For half an hour afterwards – a shivering Adam – I hopped around and did exercises. Fortunately, there was the sun’s warmth.’

         ‘And did you note that “blue flowers” can provide a nice cold ruffle for your throat?’ came from my side, in gentle irony.

         ‘Naturally,’ I answered, unable to suppress a little smile. ‘But is that any reason for my not going where they grow?’

         
             

         

         How and why did I climb my first peak? I find it difficult to explain it today.

         It was the first time that this lad in the Obersulzbachtal, scrambling around at the edge of the ice and on its moraines, saw the great white summits rising opposite him – those great white, shining peaks. He had never seen anything like it before.

         Here he was, hunting for crystals, but stopping again and again to look upwards, into the blinding brightness of the peaks. There they lay under a dark sky, so near and so utterly at rest. The snow up there belonged to a different world.

         Suddenly, a dull roar filled the air and, from high up on the ridge, a stream of white poured down on to the glacier bed, shaking it far and wide. No, for this lad, there could be nothing more remote than those white summits. They were different from anything in his experience. He looked at them, deeply conscious of their inaccessibility; yet, at the same time, recognising their beauty of shape – the regular ridges of the Gross Geiger, forming a pyramid – then the iridescent glitter of the Gross Venediger’s icefalls, the gentle sweep of its summit, far withdrawn …

         It was all so unearthly and so vast that he could not understand how anyone could go up there; on that dazzling white world there seemed to lie an absolute taboo. And yet people did go up there. The peaks looked down on him and held their peace.

         Disturbed, the lad’s thoughts went winging to the highest finding place of which the old man had spoken; a saddle in a ridge, nearly 10,000 feet up, in between two summits. On it there were phrenetic-crystals to be found – a glittering pale-green lawn of star-points – and he would very much like to have some. Should he really go up there?

         The saddle stood high above the Habachtal’s glacier basin and there was a rib running up to quite near it. One evening, he decided to go up. He packed hammer, chisel and some food into his rucksack, and set out at sunrise. The hut keeper had lent him a pair of snow goggles.

         The white flank below the ridge was scored by avalanche tracks; the masses of snow had come to rest in the hollow at its foot. Slowly the boy went up towards it. The rib was not very prominent, but looked safe; it consisted more of rock than snow. Right at its start, there lay a lump of crystal, big as a man’s head, streaked by little dark-green chlorite blades. What a pity it was broken … did it come, he wondered, from the vein of quartz up above? But when he got there, there were only scattered spots. He climbed on, over boulders and pitches; till, presently, the sound of the waterfalls at the glacier’s tongue grew fainter. And the silence built up around him.

         He put on his goggles, for everything was now dazzling bright. The snow diamonds glittered.. He had never been up so high before. To the left, above him rose a summit … lovely, up there in the morning sun, and in some way secretive, though the boy could not say why. He went on up towards the saddle, which drew nearer. So did the summit.

         The air about him sparkled. At every step he felt himself penetrating a realm unlike any he had ever visited; everything seemed marvellous the view, the depths below, the very air itself. Far below, now, lay the glaciers, the valley, the forests through which he had come, the broad scree-cones, where he had searched for crystals. On the snow slope down there, he could make out a tiny trail – his own trail.

         Yes, he had discovered something, but was not yet sure what. Was it, perhaps, that he could move about up here – move most marvellously? He thought of climbers. Was this it; was he meant to go on up – up into that inaccessible world of summits?

         That world of summits … one of them stood there above him; had stood all morning, with its brownish-grey individual structure of bare, shattered rock, rising out of dazzling snowfields. ‘A ‘three-thousander’, this; and, seemingly, quite near …’

         As the boy stood there, he could hear water from the melting snow hiccoughing among the boulders. Otherwise there was no sound. Up there, the brown rocks, the highest rocks of the summit, were powdered with the sheen of freshly fallen snow.

         There was something very odd about those rocks …

         Yes.

         Suppose he went on up there?

         Yes.

         And the phrenites? He looked across at the saddle in confusion. Tomorrow, perhaps–?

         Yes.

         But me? Me, to go up on to a summit? Me? thought the boy, in amazement.

         Yes.

         And now he wanted it; now he meant to go. Yes, I meant to, and have meant to ever since.

         It was wonderful. I was the only being for miles around, and now I was going up the ridge to my summit. It had not changed an iota; but I had. Suddenly I was full of restless excitement about the unknown quantity of those blocks of rock up there. Rock which could, after all, only be rock – rock, above the snow and beneath the sky. I climbed on up the ridge for more than an hour – the summit was not so near as it had seemed – my joy increasing as I saw the intervening distance diminish.

         The initial rib had long ago disappeared into the depths and I was working my way up between airy towers, of the strangest stratification; many of them looked as if they would fall down any minute. Far down on the other side I could now see a blue tarn and, much farther down, the Hollerbachtal. There were many peaks all around me, and clouds – everything had opened out into vast distances …

         A step in the ridge pushed me out on to the slope, where there was wet, slushy snow. I traversed cautiously, digging now my hammer and now my chisel into the surface at every step. Suddenly, a little corner of snow broke away under me, grew into a slab of ever-expanding dimensions, broke up and carried away more snow with it. The peace that had reigned was violently replaced by a swelling roar. That is all I saw of it … but from far down below I heard a wild turmoil and uproar … the roar of an avalanche. I stood rooted to the spot, unable to grasp it all.

         How glad I was when I felt good sound rock under my fingers again. And the summit had drawn appreciably closer. Suddenly, I came upon a green vein in the brown and grey of the rocks of the ridge – a mass of slender, shining needles, all in confusion, or in little delicate clumps like paint brushes. I wondered what they were, and broke off a lump or two to take along, then continued my climb.

         Then came the slab – the slab on which my nailed boots suddenly slipped – and I found myself, I don’t know how, sitting a few feet farther down, on the edge of a cliff above the slope. And then I noticed that blood was gushing out of a cut in my wrist – slowly, in spurts, quite a lot of it. There followed long minutes of terrible fear. I lay down and held my hand up high – that might help … It stopped.

         I lay there for another quarter of an hour, then I wound a handkerchief round my hand and felt my way forward with the other. I was close to the summit now, and sure that I would get there – a wonderful, overpowering certainty. Nothing could stop me now. A few minutes more and I should be there.

         There were rocks, lying piled on each other, against the blue. Silent as heaven itself. Heavenly still …

         My excitement was indescribable, transcending everything. I could feel my heart beating. Only those rocks above me, and then …

         They were only rocks, after all. But I was up; up on the very top! High above an infinity of air … up on my own summit.

         Nobody who has ever stood on the 9,885-foot Larmkogel in the Hohe Tauern can have any idea what it meant to me. For it is an insignificant mountain. But it was for me my first summit, and at that moment it belonged entirely to me.

         In the south-west a fairy-like gleam broke through the brown of the cloud-wrack: that must be the Gross Venediger. The sun beat down. The silence was absolute, almost oppressive. Only the melting snow gurgled and guggled. How huge the world must be! Those were some of my thoughts at that moment – they have not changed since. Was that the beginning of it all?

         To the north, the blue walls of the Limestone Ranges rose above grey-green, slabby hills of the Pinzgau. I recognised the Hochkonig by the light streak of its summit snowfield. Then there was the Steinerne Meer. At my feet lay the Habach and Hollerbach valleys, and far away to the east bulked a snowy peak, with a sharp, slanting summit – the Gross Glockner?

         Clouds kept on hiding the view, clouds that came from the south, sweeping through the sky at about 10,000 feet and getting caught up among the loftier summits. I waited a long time for the Venediger to clear, but in vain.

         At times a cloud would approach the Larmkogel itself, and then I sat for a while completely wrapped in white mist, till the wind chased it from the peak and it sailed away again, like a ship, over the deep valleys to the north, farther and farther, till it found some other peak to rest on.

         ‘… peaks, unknown to me,’ I entered in my diary.

         
             

         

         The stars were sparkling and shimmering. There was the scent of soil and snow. We crossed a little stream, but not the one that led to the crystals. Slowly a fish-shaped cloud swam across the starlit sky, and the darkness deepened.

         Just for something to say, I remarked: ‘You’re not saying much today.’

         ‘No, but I see a great deal; have you noticed the cloud?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         It lay right overhead now, high over the treetops, like a baldaquin, vaguely defined and yet regular in shape, an odd cloud. Beyond it, the stars were coming out again. There was no sign of my cliff that housed the crystals. We went on. Wherever could that stream have got to? Perhaps it had ceased to exist?

         More and more snow patches between the trees … We came out into a clearing, giving us an open view up the valley ahead. We saw the dark rocks of a gorge, pale streaks of snow, peaks rising above, hardly distinguishable. Definitely, no!

         ‘What’s up? Anyone gone wrong?’ came a worried voice through, the darkness, as I stood irresolute.

         ‘Yes, we’ve come too far. Perhaps the stream has vanished – I don’t understand it,’ I had to admit. Ahead of us, in silence, lay the valley …

         ‘And yet you thought you still knew the way –’

         Yes, I had thought so. I did not answer. What should I do now?

         ‘Come, let’s turn back, and we’ll find it. That cliff is above one of those last ravines.’

         We had to find it. I had to find it. Anything else was unthinkable.

         
             

         

         Where was that face above the thick forest covering the slope? We went on up a gully in vain. And yet it couldn’t help being hereabouts … or was it only a piece of self-deception, some crazy belief? So far, nothing but darkness and tall tree trunks. Yet something kept on telling me it must be just here. We took to the next slope, a steep groove slashing up through the forest, filled with boulders, piled one on top of the other, often unstable and demanding care. Somewhere I could hear running water – feebly, faintly – a trickle, somewhere up above …

         The silhouette of a cliff loomed slowly out of the darkness, scattered treetops, dark against the sky, a cave … a slope …

         We had found it.

         
             

         

         All we needed now was luck.

         As we were getting over the last boulders on the slope, we were delighted to find that our old local had been right: for suddenly, between the branches of a bush nearby, there flashed a single splinter of crystal, caught in the hardly noticeable light of our lamp. This was the old man’s conjuring-trick …

         Anyone who has ever seen a ring sparkling suddenly in the darkness of a town in this sudden, unexpected way, must have asked himself how it could have happened. It could have been the light of some quite distant street lamp that the jewel picked up and reflected.

         And here, on a slope where every separate crystal lying on the surface reflects the light – how many surprises might lurk between soil and sand, stones, plants and the trunks of the trees? A slope full of crystals … we shed our rucksacks.

         Then, without losing another moment, we seized our torches and independently took to the slope. The föhn had diminished by now, and only came in occasional waves …

         I was lucky. Flashes and sparks shone at me out of the darkness everywhere, and I hardly moved as I looked all around me. I have never seen anything quite like it. I only had to bend my head a little and in that instant there was the gleam of dozens of crystals, staring dumbly out of the darkness. I took a short stride, and enjoyed a new display of magic fireworks. It was impossible to think of searching. As I went slowly over the soft, springy ground, I was folded in by a void filled with secret sources of light – flashing, occulting, shimmering, increasing in intensity, vanishing, lighting up again – a sequence as fantastic as it was simple, as unearthly, and yet as of the earth, as is space full of the dust of stars, continually newly-born, flaming, dying out, being reborn – mute up there in the darkness. I was as thrilled as if I had found the crystal of crystals, though I was still empty-handed.

         When I moved, this universe circled round me; when I stopped, the glittering orbit froze into immobility. Was I not, at the moment, a little God? And so I did not lay a finger on that magic world – it was beautiful as it was …

         When, in the end, I approached one of these flashing lights and picked the crystal up, I found only a tiny splinter between my fingers!

         I heard a voice saying: ‘It’s a little like your dreams.’

         I couldn’t help smiling. ‘Yes,’ I thought, but without them I would never have climbed Dhaulagiri’s shining glory, nor travelled to Greenland. …

         I now started – with varying success – to approach individual points of light. What happens is this: the crystals glitter much more brightly through the dark from a distance than from nearby in the light of the lamp. Moreover, it only needs one false movement, however slight, and the crystal disappears into the darkness, mostly for keeps. Nevertheless, there are no exact rules and since everything remains uncertain till the very last moment, what happens, again and again, is this:

         You move, and suddenly, at a distance of about ten yards, there is a gleam among the leaves, growing swiftly in intensity – you stop dead, certain that this must be a big crystal. Very cautiously, and taking care not to deviate one inch from a straight course, you approach the alluring glint – for if you deviate, instead of a crystal, there will be nothing there but the darkness of the night. Just as you are getting near, a no less mysterious light shines out from somewhere else.

         You remember that consistency is a virtue, and go straight ahead. When, at the end of it all, you hold in your hand a single flat object no thicker than your skin, all you can do is to think of a glow-worm robbed by an electric torch of its magic. Meanwhile, the other crystal has disappeared. Is one likely to remain consistent?

         However, the chase of these glinting points of light was not always abortive. I finished with a handful of pretty little crystals. Some of them, poison-green, were like delicate needles, some black and step-shaped, others flat olive-brown prisms; all of them alike had a bright sheen. I remembered that people use these epidotes as jewellery, though not very often.

         Shortly after – as the result of a further, highly exciting and successful hunt – I had a shining, empty, crystal hunter’s beer bottle in my hand, my companion and I were sitting together at the foot of the slope, enjoying an apple or two, bread and bacon, washed down with a carton of milk. Between the silhouettes of the trees a pale glimmer shone down on us from the head of the valley, where rose the Venediger.

         ‘Would you like to see what I found?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, switching the torch on.

         There were needles, flakes, prisms – more or less like mine. Not a single large crystal.

         ‘Quite nice,’ I conceded, turning a needle in the light of the torch. It shone olive-green and, immediately afterwards, dark-brown.

         ‘Have you noticed how the colour changes?’ I asked.

         ‘No – how can it? Let me see!’

         ‘Watch,’ I said, holding the needle in the blinding cone of light and turning it … green … brown … brown … green again.

         ‘How is it possible?’

         ‘It has some connection with the way the light falls on it and through it, and it only happens with very clear crystals – best of all with these small needles. This one will do it too,’ I said, handing another one over. ‘I have seen much the same thing with icebergs in Greenland; they change colour according to the direction from which the sunlight strikes them.’

         The beam of the torch thrust like a finger into the darkness, lighting up a tree, or the ground, without rhyme or reason. Far up the valley we heard the echoing thunder of a springtime avalanche.

         ‘Shall we have a go at the Venediger?’

         ‘Do you think I could do it?’

         ‘Yes, I think so.’

         The light of the torch swept the floor almost horizontally. Suddenly there was a movement at my side, a couple of steps and a joyous cry: ‘I’ve got it

         I jumped up. ‘What – a big crystal?’

         ‘Yes, and so close to us.’ I suddenly caught sight of it, half-hidden under a stone …

         ‘Show me!’

         It was a beauty. A dark prism, half the length of one’s finger, with smooth, regular surfaces, simply laid against each other – but not symmetrical. A couple of fine lines ran along one edge, underlining its shape. It was a splendid specimen of an epidote.

         ‘You can be unreservedly happy,’ I said. ‘There isn’t a flaw in it.’

         ‘I am,’ came the answer.

         The find had banished every trace of weariness. Wide awake, we charged up the slope again, as if luck and endurance have anything to do with each other. Or have they?

         I have no idea for how many more hours we went up and down that slope. Perhaps it was only a single hour. If you ever ask a crystal hunter how long he spent digging, or climbing up and down in his search, he will look at you with great surprise and give you a vague answer – for, among the boulders, minutes pass like hours and hours like minutes. One simply hasn’t any idea …

         It was still dark. I had gone back to the top of the slope and was pursuing my search there. I did not have much luck, but it gradually dawned on me that, on this day, it was of no such great importance. For during this night I had found more than ever before. It was as if the whole showcase full of crystals at home had suddenly sprung to life – in a whirling, glittering orbit on that hillside, an orbit that was still continuing. It was part of me now – my great discovery. It was strong as the air blowing down from the mountains, from their summits; the air that blows from up there, where everything is so strong and inexplicable – as inexplicable as what was then being wafted to me on that air …

         The boy I had once been – it was the same thing as made him go, that first time. A thing indescribable in words. A thing granted me afresh today, as if it had never been before. A thing that had always existed.

         Yes, we had both found something – more than ever before. I remembered how I had ranged these valleys, in search of the great unknown. Perhaps a great crystal?

         Was that why I had come here today? And you – why have I told you so much already? I hardly know you. Today you found your first crystal. That is almost all I know about you. Down there on the hillside, I can see the light of your torch shining. Why did I bring you here? Is it perhaps that in our very lack of knowledge of each other there lies an element of knowledge?

         Down there, on the slope, the light of your torch moves back and forth; a circle of light in which a hand is sorting soil and stones, testing, rejecting, selecting …

         Who are you? You, who enfold a thousand possibilities?

         The light, its circle, moves and moves, erratically. At a movement of your head, your long hair suddenly falls across the light, a shimmering, shining curtain: Then the circle moves on again.

         You remain the enigma.

         Or have the crystals taught you some of the truth – about that boy? What would it mean to you if I led you up to some high summit tomorrow?

         Will you ever be able to understand that the ridge, the icebergs in Greenland, and the Himalayan snows can mean just as much as these crystals? In that case, we shall not have come here in vain. But, perhaps you, down there on the slope, are only looking for a stone for a ring?

         The wind had almost dropped; a chill air rose from the ground. I got up and walked up and down for a while.

         ‘How much longer are you going on looking?’ came up from below.

         ‘I have stopped looking,’ I answered.

         ‘Then we could move on, couldn’t we? I am tired and cold – and I shan’t find anything more. Besides that one stone is so lovely – what more could I want?’

         I slid down to her over the unstable slope in a couple of strides. ‘You are right – let’s go. But first show me the stone again … She undid her breast pocket. ‘Of course,’ she said.

         I could feel the nearness of her. The stone was marvellous. I began to think a little less categorically.

         ‘A piece of jewellery,’ I remarked; and the description fitted.

         ‘Oh, do you think so?’ She held it against her finger, her head tilted sideways, looking at it long and searchingly; and then still longer.

         ‘It would suit you admirably,’ I laughed, a little too loudly, and ran my fingers through her hair.

         She did not reply. Then a little smile passed over her face. ‘Oh no,’ she said, looking at me, ‘it’s not like you think.’ Then, suddenly serious and thoughtful, her eyes returning to the stone. ‘It would be a shame. I will keep it as I found it – along with today.’

         
             

         

         Dawn filtered between the tree trunks as we came silently out into the Salzach meadows.

         Behind us the night seemed far away and yet as real as the grass beneath our feet and the houses we were approaching. Early risers were stirring. The sky was like a turquoise.

         We felt, at one and the same time, wide awake and very tired. Down on the road, the ground seemed to give under our feet at every step. I saw crystals – a firmament – full of brilliant flashes. And the day that was coming. The first rays of the sun touching the summit of the Venediger.

         A happy certainty. Tomorrow we would be climbing it.
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            – CHAPTER 3 –

            Grandfather’s Bicycle

         

         My grandfather gave me his bicycle, a 1909 ‘museum-piece’. ‘Ride to school on it,’ he said; and I can still see the stern but kindly face with its white moustache. He was a headmaster, and headmasters always have to be a little stern …

         He had covered the whole of the hilly country around the little village in Lower Austria, where he had worked all his life, year in, year out, either on his bicycle or on foot; for he was a keen hunter.

         When he was fifty, he thought he had perhaps done enough pedalling, and acquired a motorcycle; but when the war ended, he had to dispose of it, and started pedalling again. He was still pedalling when he was eighty; and, had not the sight of one eye deteriorated, he would no doubt be pedalling today, when he is over ninety and still facing the world with great confidence.

         That bicycle certainly opened up undreamed of possibilities for me. What matter that this 1909 showpiece was one of the first to be made after the famous ‘penny-farthings’? Or that it was still rather taller than normal machines, and a little peculiar to ride? That was just its hallmark; and there were definitely three people who knew how to ride it – my grandfather, my father and I. Everyone else – and I had a number of friends who wanted to try it out – dismounted in great haste.

         ‘Either you can or you can’t,’ thought I, and launched out on great adventures. My bike and I crossed the highest passes in the Alps together, journeyed far and wide through Austria, Switzerland and Italy.

         I have it no longer. One day I left it outside the railway station, unpadlocked, as always. When I at last remembered it, two days later, it had disappeared, and it has never been seen again. Even now, I just can’t understand it. Certainly, nobody can possibly be riding it. Perhaps it graces the private collection of some connoisseur as a vintage exhibit; or maybe, one of these days, I shall recognise a part of it in an exhibition of pop art sculpture.

         
             

         

         Nowadays I belong to the majority of the human race – those who either possess, want to possess or have possessed a car. Nowadays, I too take to the available motorway and think in terms of mileage, petrol, cash, and time. A spin in the car? Yes, of course – why not, on a Sunday afternoon?

         Yet I wonder whether mountains, valleys and passes really exist anymore for the motorist? If anyone says they do, I hand him a bicycle and tell him to get cracking. I am sure he will very soon turn back – and will have understood the message. Poor devils! – he will be thinking – meaning the cyclists. Never again will he attempt a pass on a bicycle; but that will only be because he has sat in a car for too long a time.

         Rrrums-treng … foot up, look up to see if the hairpin is clear … it is … foot down … trrreng … then the next hairpin … rums-treng … through it … left, treng … right, treng … left, right, left, right, left … ah, here we are at the top of the pass. The motorist is king of the world. He has done it again …!

         Let’s hop out for a couple of minutes and stretch our legs a bit, and look at the view. Noticeably colder up here, but the view is fine, really remarkably fine, the view; a cigarette, eh? Or a quick one at the bar? Yes, the car did very well; the engine still pulls splendidly, well enough, that is – but, of course, such a lot depends on the driver …

         Then down again on the other side, rums-treng, the first hairpin, rums-trrreng the second … left, right, left, right, left … with a new sticker on the windscreen.

         What’s that I see – a cyclist? And – two more? Dear God, there must still be idealists about the place! The proud motorist at the helm maybe falls silent for a while – or he starts talking about the treadmill of our era, of the shortage of leisure time, of the treadmill from which there is no escape … the treadmill …

         But perhaps, as I have suggested, he falls silent for a while and does some quiet thinking …

         
             

         

         My grandfather’s bicycle was a magnificent treadmill. When you trod on the pedal you took a giant’s leap forwards, because the chainwheel was outsize. Later on I changed it for a smaller, more modern one. That produced an additional advantage: for I then had some spare links for my chain again, whereas I had been forced many a time to call in a blacksmith’s skill on the old one.

         At the outset, I rode to my fossil beds – what an improvement that was! I was there in next to no time. How mechanical transport can alter one’s life … a quarter of an hour’s pedalling and I had covered ground which used to take me a long hour on foot, and reached my Glasenbachklamm, the gorge with the ammonites. Farther north, it only took an hour to the sandstone cliffs of the Haunsberg, where long ago the sea used to break against the nearby coast, and where you could find sea urchins as big as your head, mussels and a hundred other creatures. And, just before the end of my fossil-hunting days, fate granted me an unusual and highly impressive find. There, on a boulder below a sandstone cliff, in the middle of the woods, sat a crab, which chance had allowed, almost as if intentionally, to fall from high up in the cliff. I couldn’t believe my eyes. There it sat, bolt upright, with half-closed claws, between the ferns and the shrubs, as if waiting for something … for seventy million years.

         That sort of thing had, however, become a Sunday afternoon pastime by now. As soon as I found a little more time, I rode farther afield into the Hohen Tauern, whose realm of peaks now lay open to me, without an upper limit; but I still kept on disappearing into its remotest corners, to look for crystals, minerals, or even gold – for the Romans had discovered the precious metal in the rocks of the Tauern and had mined it high up among them on the steep shores of the Bockart See. I found the gold-galleries, though they were barely recognisable. I must admit at once that I did not make my fortune, for what I lugged down to the valley was pyrites. Of course, I knew that, but I hoped there might be some gold in it. There wasn’t. So, in the end, I dragged half a rucksack-full – and all I could carry – of silver ore out of a gallery which, for a change, had been worked as recently as the Third Reich. I now felt that I had a great deal of silver at home. True, it had not been minted, but that did not seem to me to be important.

         Then I climbed up again towards my summits, traversing the Geiselspitze in fog, armed only with a sketch I had made beforehand; for, having no camera, I had started making sketches of my summits. I had already sketched the Gross Venediger and the Gross Geiger, the first, two really white peaks I had ever seen. I was also doing things quite near Salzburg. At Easter, I took a hammer and a chisel, and climbed the north face of the Schafberg, high above the Attersee. There were Christmas roses still blooming down in the woods, snow and ice above that, and finally rock. I felt dreadful, but I could not turn back, and got to the top in the dark. Today I would not dream of tackling it without crampons, and I shudder when I think of it – but young climbers in their early years have all the more need for an outsize guardian angel.

         At that moment I discovered for myself a guiding spirit, though a wingless one: it was a book on my father’s shelf. He had climbed a little himself in his younger days and later again during his military service. Over and again I had heard the story of his solo climb in army socks – he had left his forage-cap down below – on the Red Tower in the Lienz Dolomites; a story which grew more gripping every time it was repeated. Sometimes, too, when some of his old friends came to see us, I also heard about a certain chimney, up which they had hauled girls from Lienz – by preference fat ones – and how entertainingly Mina had got jammed in it.

         The book was called The Dangers of the Alps – and it was a fat book at that. There was nothing about Mina in it – but it provided information about absolutely everything else: cornices and avalanches, bad weather, belaying with or without an axe, chimneys and overhangs, snow slopes and glaciers. ‘The Dangers of the Alps’ said the jacket, ‘by Zsigmondy and Paulcke.’ Clearly, at that moment, nothing more interesting could have fallen into my hands … It is a certainty that there could be no book of greater interest, and it happened, not infrequently, at school that the margin of some history book suddenly acquired the picture of a rescue from a crevasse or a snow contour or the stratification of some mountain – for it was clearly of decisive importance whether one climbed on the top of the strata or toiled painfully up the outward-sloping pitched roof on the reverse side …

         My history teacher did not approve at all; but what he naturally could not understand was that it is no use being angry with such people, for they cannot be other than they are. And so I got my usual gamma minus for history again. On the credit side, I owed my life to the three-point rule of climbing when, on an easy but exposed pitch, a foothold came away. And it still seemed to me much more interesting to know why a glacier breaks up into crevasses, why in its ice those extraordinary interleavings of blue lie between the paler strata, why and how cornices form, and how to cut a step. When my father presented me with an ice axe and a rope, I was the happiest person alive. For now I had everything I needed.

         And what about grandfather’s bicycle?

         It was still going splendidly. Why shouldn’t it visit Austria’s highest mountain pass, the Glocknerstrasse, which climbs to over 8,000 feet, and where the sharp peak of the Grossglockner soars another 4,000 above the Pasterze glacier at its base?

         The trouble was, I had no mountaineering pal, and I didn’t dare go up so high by myself. All the same I set off with a school mate who was at the time a keen cyclist.

         We marched and pushed our way up the Mölltal. It rained pitilessly and Erwin and I envied the odd motorist. We were wet to the skin and we never stopped moving all day, so as not to catch cold. In semi-darkness, dead tired, we sought the shelter of an old rick. By morning the hay was wet, and we were dry. When we crept out of our marmot burrows, we found ourselves in brilliant sunshine. True, it was cold and snow had fallen far down the adjacent slopes, but the road soon had us warm again, rising gradually and steadily as it did, finally in wide hairpin turns. We dismounted and reverted to pushing.

         Suddenly, at the far head of the valley, a white peak appeared. That must be the Glockner! But it was not long before another and higher one gaining in height as we drew nearer, lifted its head. We swore that one must be the Glockner, but we were wrong again. At last it really came into view, unmistakable in its sharp and slender shape, lifting high above everything else in a dazzling mantle of fresh snow. My heart rejoiced at the very sight of it. Then, mastering my excitement, I thought: ‘Suppose I could somehow climb it!’

         Next day I persuaded my companion (Erwin came from Hanover, in the plains) to embark on the ascent of a neighbouring ‘three-thousander’. We made good progress up it and a tiny glimmer of hope for the Grossglockner awoke in me. Meanwhile, this mountain of ours was appropriately named the ‘Sandkopf’, which is exactly what it was: miles of debris-slopes and fine scree. Suddenly, I saw a crystal lying in the rubble and progress was abruptly halted. I dug down with both hands, working like a mole, and eventually found a couple more crystals. When I began to dig my fifth ‘run’, my friend started to show signs of discomfort. I assured him that it was my last but one, and he cheered up a little. After my fifth ‘last but one’, my fingertips were wide open and Erwin, by my side, was complaining bitterly. It was late in the afternoon, so we turned back. Erwin was quite reconciled to his fate; far up in the rubble, he had found a horseshoe – heaven knows how it had got up there – and today he is a successful veterinary surgeon …

         As we left the scree slopes we saw something else for the first time ever: a whole meadow full of edelweiss, white many-starred clusters shining up at us everywhere, covering the whole meadow with a delicate veil of white. That evening I looked up at the Glockner with growing confidence: I didn’t know how and with whom but somehow or other I should get there …

         That inner feeling about ‘yes’ or ‘no’, which I used to have before decisive and often hopeless undertakings, giving me an answer in quite obscure situations, was to remain with me farther and farther into my life. Usually, the answer was ‘yes’. Sometimes I did not trust it, and lived to regret my mistrust.

         We were still ten miles from the Franz Josefshöhe, ten miles of mountain road at a gradient of twelve per cent. When we got there, we would be 8,000 feet up and looking down on the grey-green ice stream of the Pasterze. The Grossglockner would be opposite us, 12,461 feet high. It would take half a day’s shoving our heavily laden bikes, step by step, up those endless hairpins …

         Next morning, when we left the little village of Heiligenblut, with its slender spire, we had become a threesome. A Viennese, by name Walter, had latched on to us. The important thing about him was that he belonged to the junior membership of the Alpenverein; so the summit of the Grossglockner had moved sensibly nearer. Proudly I showed Walter our edelweiss. ‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘but they are cow-edelweiss – there are proper ones above the Pasterze.’

         Cow-edelweiss, indeed … that same day we clung to the slabs and found the ‘proper ones’ – wonderful stars with slender white points. They lay like hoar frost above their leaves, above the dull green of their stems, with their little yellow suns at the heart of each flower and the soft felt of their starry points, as clean and fresh as if they had just come from the laundry … then a clump of grass gave way … and I landed backwards on a ledge in the face.

         ‘Stay where you are and don’t move,’ yelled Walter. I lay gasping for breath, my limbs numbed with fright. In the end, I pulled myself together and climbed up again; but I had had enough of edelweiss. Below where I landed, there was a drop of a hundred feet …

         During the next two days, while Erwin went on a bicycle tour over the Hochtor, the 8,200-foot summit of the pass, Walter and I actually climbed the Grossglockner. Even by its normal route it is a regal peak, steep, airy and exposed. No one is ever likely to forget the moment when he stands in the notch between the Klein and Grossglockner, with the Pallavicini Couloir plunging 3,000 feet from his toe caps; and then, turning round, observes that there is a damnable amount of air below him on the southern face.

         That was the first time I ever wore crampons, an ancient set of ten-pointers borrowed at the Franz Josefshöhe. ‘Keep your legs wide apart!’ Walter instructed me, as we worked our way up the steep slope from the Adlersruhe to the sharp-crested pyramid of the Kleinglockner, with the abyss deepening at every step beneath the soles of our boots. Suddenly – a crampon-point had got caught in the meshes of my, stockings. There – oh, hell! – I stood balancing on one leg. Walter, belaying me undisturbed, laughed and said: ‘What a thing! Now straighten yourself out and I think you’ll have learned a lesson.’ He was right, and yet it can happen to anyone at any moment, and there you are, poised on one leg like a stork. The only difference being that the stork is used to it, while you don’t find it amusing. ‘Keep calm’, is the only answer.

         My clothes provided a remarkable contrast to my ice equipment – consisting as they did of a leather jacket and, of all things, leather shorts, to which I was particularly devoted. Later when, at the cross on the summit, cold mists crept around my knees, I insisted on our starting down again at once. Some hours later a swift descent on their seat had restored my faith in that article of apparel. All the same their days were numbered, and it was the Gross Venediger which finally tipped the scales …

         Walter disappeared, as he had arrived, and I have never heard a word of him again; but it was he who made a present to me of my Glockner.

         
             

         

         I was now seventeen, and my life had undergone a decisive change in a very short time. Ever since, four years earlier, I had found that strange fossil in my trench among the Salzach’s rubble, I never let up in my attempts to master more and more of the world. The crystals had led me to the mountains and grandfather’s bicycle had laid open for me the road to distant places. I knew I was only at its beginnings, but what joy it was to explore, to guess, to find out everything that might lie along it. The circle in which I knew I had been confined had no limits; it was up to me to extend it ever more widely, to reach out impatiently even beyond it in my imagination, always to be pressing forward to new objectives.

         As I rode along the Salzach valley and looked into the lateral valleys opening up to the south, to where the green of the forests took on a bluish tinge, I saw white peaks in the distance. There were more than a dozen such valleys; at the end of each, a high mountain. The road to all of them now lay open to me. I went to one of them, the Gross Venediger, for reasons I need not explain. It was simply the high white peak up above the crystals. There I met some people on their way to the Grosse Geiger and joined up with them. It was an expedition on which I seemed to be breaking out beyond myself, so changed were things since ‘a little while ago’.

         The Venediger was not at all kind to us. Above 10,000 feet we ran into a blizzard. In spite of all the advice of the nice old keeper at the Kürsinger Hut, I was again wearing my leather shorts – my beloved old gear … I was already pretty obstinate, even then.

         All the same, we went to the summit, where there was nothing but snow and storm; we had no view at all. My elation at getting to the top was soon chilled and killed by the gale which seared my bare knees. I clamoured for the descent. Very soon my legs were entirely covered by a garment of clinking ice tassels. ‘My poor calves,’ I wrote later in my diary, ‘lots of little icicles, one hanging from every hair. A proper pelt.’

         I ran as much as was possible and, although they say that ice is an excellent insulator, I made a vow, on the spot, never again to go up high wearing the leathern rig of the chamois-hunter and the poacher.

         A few days later, however, we saw the summit of our Venediger as we had looked forward to seeing it. No, it was even better than we had imagined it would be; for that sun-drenched day was a very gift from heaven, up there on the glittering snow, high above the valleys in their autumnal glory. One of those rare days you can hardly dare to hope for, ever again.

         
             

         

         Willi, from Vienna, was the leader of our party. I had been deeply impressed, during the preceding days, with his ability to find the way even in the worst weather. He seemed to know exactly what was bound to happen in any given situation. He was pleased with me, the youngest member, who came up last on the rope, because I had twice stopped a fall, over there on the Geiger, by the speed with which I rammed home my ice axe.

         Between us went Eva and Trude, two girls from Berlin – and let me add at once that the mountains have nothing on Berlin girls!

         Forgotten was the icy storm on the Venediger, forgotten my frozen knees, as if they had never been. We were all hot with excitement and expectation of the magic mountain rising before us. I remember winding my handkerchief around my axe, so cold was it as we moved across the glacier in the twilight of dawn. The Venediger loomed pale overhead, above the slender ribs of its north face and the curling cornices that swept up with its ridges. Under a velvet sky the snow drew a soft line across the broad saddle towards the Klein Venediger – yet another pyramid. The last stars were flickering. Each of us was alone with his thoughts, the rope our only link. And as we climbed slowly up towards the first icefall, my ‘voice’ of those days recorded:

         ‘Away to the east lay a tumultuous cloud-wrack, coloured from a marvellous orange to red and pale green. The sun was not up yet, the pale and misty sky changed from a steely grey to brilliant green and later to bright red and yellow. A dull sheen lay on the ice armour of the Venediger’s summit, lifting above the north face, deeply scored by dark runnels of ice. Where was the sun …? As though touched by some ghostly finger, the very tip of the Venediger began to gleam a delicate red; slowly the gentle light flowed farther and farther down the face, till the whole peak hung high above us, bathed in the brilliant morning light, while we were still in darkness. ‘The glacier looks as if someone had poured raspberry syrup over it,’ Trude remarked. The sun was up now; all the summits were now lit by it, only we were still in the shadow of the hollow. Would we too meet light and warmth up there on the saddle? Here it was cracking cold, and my hand and the handkerchief froze to the steel of my axe.

         ‘We were on the last slope leading to the saddle, going slowly up. The angle eased. Thirty yards ahead of me, Willi let out a yell of surprised delight: he was standing in sunshine. As I joined him, I almost had to close my eyes to meet the blinding flood of light that beset me and enveloped me, cancelling out gravity itself. Trude expressed that sensation when she said: ‘Now I’m floating away on the sunbeams.’ Our dark blue shadows alone broke the shimmer and glitter of that virgin snow slope; for we were the first to come up here since the storm. We were happy beyond description. The remaining peaks of the Venediger group rose out of the flood of light; far away soared the Glockner, and the blue world of spires over there, that must be the Dolomites. A world of savage turrets and walls, with the Drei Zinnen easily recognisable. The shadows, far below us in the valleys, could not even climb up to us; they simply disappeared under the flood of light. We felt weightless as we mounted the summit itself, halting there only briefly. Today there were no limits to the view: one could see right across to the Otztal Alps.’

         For us too there were no limits that day, not even for our cautious Willi. A wild euphoria had seized upon us all, as the four of us strolled, arm in arm, down the Venediger to the Rainerhorn, straight into the eye of the sun. The rope behind us dragged on the surface of the snow, but we didn’t care. And we sang the song of the Tyrolese girl, which had become our Venediger theme song: ‘Hollariariaholadi – holadio …!’ There in front of us rose the Rainerhorn. We bagged it, too, and celebrated on its summit with song.

         Then across to the Hohen Zaun, the next summit. It was not till we were making our light-hearted way down on the other side to the Defregger Hut that we met people – a whole column of them, coming up, with slow and measured tread, as is right and proper. At least ten of them; a hearty crowd of women climbers of the ‘Touristenclub’. They looked askance and shook their heads at our casual procedures, but we were off and away by then.

         That was by no means the end of our day – we dined on a few drops of glacier-water, some porridge oats, lumps of sugar, and a swig of lemonade – then rubbed sunburn cream on our lips again, for they were going altogether to pieces today. After lazing about for an hour high above the Defregger Saddle we crossed the Maurertiörl and completed our circuit of the Venediger. By the time we reached the Kursinger Hut, we had been out for fifteen hours. Our ‘Hollariaria – holadi – ho – ladiho’ in honour of the Gross Venediger sounded a little subdued. After that it began to snow heavily … In my excitement I had quite overlooked the fact that school had started three days ago.

         
             

         

         If I have strayed somewhat from the theme of grandfather’s bicycle, my excuse must be that so important a mountain as the Gross Venediger was responsible – and the blue world of the Dolomite towers rising above the glittering snow of the saddle …

         My friend Peter and I had agreed to leave Salzburg and get to those Dolomites and, once there, to travel the length and breadth of that fairyland of rocky shapes. On our bicycles, of course. Peaks? Yes, some of those too – if possible. I could still see the stark faces of the Lienz Dolomites in my mind’s eye.

         We were just due to leave, when Peter arrived with death and disaster written all over his face. ‘I can’t come,’ he said. ‘She says I have to choose between her and the mountains!’ I was very sorry for him.

         He lent me his Leica to take along and I promised to bring back some slides for himself. I had two colour-films – my first – to capture the meadows full of flowers at the foot of the Dolomites and the bright colouring of their rocky walls, as described to me by those who knew.

         Milestones, milestones, milestones, rain, rain, rain … wet roads … rain … dense grey clouds, with dark lumps of limestone sticking into them … soaked through … all alone … and the Dolomites as wet as my climbing slippers … push the thing uphill again … would I get to Cortina today? … anyway, what should I do when I got there? So far as I cared, the devil could scoff the lot.

         I wondered whether I could latch on to a lorry, if one came past. Latch on, I did, and the driver didn’t notice me. Well, now I should at least cover some ground; though what was the use in this filthy weather?

         My goodness, he’s stepping on it! Of course, it’s level here, but it’ll soon be going uphill again. Just you hang on! Crash, bang, splinter … I found myself hanging on the lorry’s tail-board. It had stopped. My bicycle was somewhere underneath it.

         The driver came round and helped me to get it out – I was almost in tears. The front wheel had had it in a big way, otherwise … no damage? Miraculous. What about the main members of the frame? No, only the front wheel. That was bad enough, though.

         Two days later I left Cortina, with a bare 3,000 lire in my pocket, and pushed my repaired mount up towards the Falzarego Pass. It was drizzling steadily and the lumps of limestone thrust up into cloud, as usual. The whole of the Dolomites were soaking wet, and so was I.

         At last a shape emerged from the veils of cloud – the Cinque Torri. I recognised them from the postcards. At least, and at last, I had seen a peak.

         Some hours later, the clouds parted and the gigantic mass of the Tofana rose above them. What a mountain, what a precipice! And then, far to the west, there emerged a white dome. That must be the Marmolata, the only snow peak in this realm of rock-towers.

         At the summit of the pass I remounted, and flew down the wonderful road, with its finely built-out hairpins. Down and down I raced – it was quite fantastic. I was heading straight into the sun, now low in the west, under low banks of cloud. The road had flattened out. I met a few people on it, passed a few houses. A deep valley opened up on my left. There, to the south, rose an immense mountain – glowing ghostly red against the dark background of the sky: a dragon’s spine, surmounted by spikes, looming longer and longer, a gigantic wall in the red sunset lave. Breath failed me, my brake squealed, as I drew in to the side of the road, bemused. There, to the south, stood that ghostly mountain, a mass of glowing organ-pipes, barring the whole breadth of the valley. An old peasant came trudging slowly by. ‘What is that?’ I asked him, and pointed to the great red wall. ‘E la Civetta,’ he replied, as if this were an everyday occurrence, and continued on his way.

         The Civetta. I never forgot her. Many years later, I was to return and climb that mighty face; but I will never see her again as I saw her at that moment.

         
             

         

         Milestones, one after another, in the sunshine, as I pushed my bicycle up towards the Pordoi Pass, among the flowery meadows of the Dolomites, brightly lit by the sun, with the Tofana’s summit now far away behind. There were very few cars; the sunny road belonged to me, as did the gigantic rectangular masses of the Sella group above it. So did the grasshopper which crossed the road in great leaps; and the snail sitting at the edge of the road nearby, pointing its horns. For some unfathomable reason, it wanted to cross the road too. I picked it up and carried it across. Fancy having as much time as a snail! As a matter of fact I had. It was a gorgeous day.

         
             

         

         Step by step, I went up on snow, with my ice axe and in my rock-climbing slippers, towards the foot of the Boë-spitze, the highest elevation in the Sella group – a rock peak, with a flat cone lifting above huge rectangular cliffs for its summit. I met more and more snowfields, of hard frozen snow, with wet fresh snow lying on top of it. My leather shoes got wetter and wetter, and larger and larger – I had taken the ‘old master’ Paulcke too literally and left my heavy climbing-boots in Salzburg – larger and larger grew my shoes …

         Finally, having got to the top, I dangled my feet, and my shoes too, in the sunshine. Opposite me, encircled by cloud, flanked by the sharp Vernel ridges, stood the Marmolata, with its broad white glacier, curving steep and massive valley-wards. It was quite irresistible … Below it the road twisted like a worm through the gaily coloured Pordoi meadows.

         But what could I do, without boots?

         
             

         

         I stood on the Marmolata’s summit, in climbing boots as big as those famous Seven League ones. I had simply gone into a little inn down at the Joch and asked the innkeeper if he would lend me his boots for a climb of the Marmolata. Below me, the south face plummeted in a fearsome drop to immeasurable depths. It must be awful to plunge to one’s death from a Dolomite face … they were really no place for anyone but a good rock-climber, and even then they were horrific. Very carefully, hold by hold, I felt my way down from that airy viewpoint by the way I had come. In deep thought I went down the glacier and across the meadows, redolent with a cloud of cinnamon scent from the small dark red flowers that covered them, to the Pordoijoch, where I returned his boots to the innkeeper.

         
             

         

         The Karersee,1 that small tarn, a perfect subject for a colour slide. I took one for Peter, too. Crystal-clear turquoise water, its dark pine woods and the grey towers of the Latemar above.

         I sat by its shore and gave my machine ‘full service’, surrounded by my pliers, my ‘King Dick’, ball-bearing grease, oil can, a cleaning rag, and a sparrow hopping around and complaining because I had nothing more to give him. This was a lovely place; I would push on in the evening – somewhere. Meanwhile, this spoke needed straightening, and there was the rattling mudguard-ring … Somewhere, but where? Perhaps past the Marmolata’s southern base … look, here’s another spoke … over the Pellegrino Pass to the Civetta … And then the carrier, always getting perilously bent: I should have to load it some other way, or find some additional support for it …

         That Latemar, up there … its towers and turrets looking for all the world like recruits, the first time they are told to fall in and dress their ranks, with a certain natural disorder, a sort of irregular regularity, like the rows of pine-trunks rising from the other shore of the lake …

         I won’t move on tonight. I shall traverse the Latemar tomorrow. I want to see it from nearby.

         I did that, and a great many other things besides; and, wherever I went, everyone exhibited an interest in, and enthusiasm for, cycling which was quite new to me. They were very kind, and let me know that a cyclist was a highly respected person in the Dolomites – even a cyclist riding his grandfather’s bike. I was even asked for which great race I was in training; and I noted in my diary. – ‘Yesterday, as I sped full-tilt through a village, the children shouted at the top of their voices: “Evviva Bartale! Evviva Coppi! Evviva!”’ I swung into the next curves with my chest proudly puffed out, speeding, and feeling, like a champion, only slowing up again as soon as I was out of sight.

         Of course, I sent a postcard to my grandfather: ‘I have been promoted to the top class. The bicycle is still in one piece. Five Dolomite passes so far, and plan to do three more.’ Certainly I had discovered and mastered the Dolomites on a bicycle; experienced, over and over again, the excitement of the unknown view that would unfold beyond the pass – a prize only to be won by long hours of hard work. But then everyone who loves adventure must be prepared to accept hard work – or he will lose both.

         And many a motorist – perhaps I should add, many a mountaineer, too? – who thinks on different lines from the cyclist, must none the less realise that he who cheerfully surmounts hairpin after hairpin of a pass under his own steam, yet enjoys a great deal of pleasure in so doing, is totally involved with that ‘mountain’; its summit is an aim which he has set himself, and when at last he gets there, great is his joy.

         It goes without saying that riding down the other side, free as a bird and motorless, is sheer delight. But that is not all of it. The cyclist has his ‘why and wherefore’ just as has the mountaineer; though neither of them could explain it. And both earn their ‘dimension’ again and again.

         
            1 In Italian: Lago di Carezza. [Back]
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