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To my companions on rescues, and especially to the members of the Glencoe Mountain Rescue Team.









– Preface to the 1977 Edition –


.


There have been few changes in Glencoe over the years. Apart from the road and a handful of cottages, I suppose it has altered little since the days of the Massacre. The team is still rescuing, and there is the same camaraderie and spirit amongst its members. Occasionally we suffer a loss when someone moves away from the district, but there remains always a healthy nucleus of dedicated volunteers.


Inevitably, money is still short for buying and replacing equipment, though there is now more assistance from the local authorities. Greater use is also being made of helicopters, following the modern trend, as in other countries, of increased mechanisation. But I can’t ever see the Glencoe rescue team being out of work, the mountains will see to that!


In recent years there has been a change of emphasis in the accident pattern, an increase in actual climbing injuries and fatalities, as opposed to what we term ‘bumbly’ call-outs – rescues involving hillwalkers and tourists. But one is occasionally disconcerted to discover that the ‘victim’ of a call-out has suffered no greater injury than cramp. This is perhaps the fault of well-meaning institutions which, churning out the modern product known as ‘climber’, have advocated safety at all costs. A thin mist, or a sprained wrist, results in an appeal to the local rescue team. This mode of conduct is to be deplored; the mountaineering my generation grew up to know was a sport of self-reliance.


Only a decade ago it was considered a disgrace to fall off a route; now, with new and improved belaying techniques, this is becoming commonplace in climbers who exceed their capabilities. Inevitably, technical climbing accidents are on the increase. Twenty years ago there were no rescue teams in the remoter regions of Scotland. But times have changed, and I sometimes suspect that in certain areas there are more rescuers than climbers!


We seem to be unlucky with accidents to team members. Dave Knowles, a recently fledged member of the team, was killed by a rock fall on the Eiger. Not only was Dave one of the most willing rescuers we ever had, but he was also a talented mountaineering instructor.


Though some of us may be getting a bit long in the tooth, the younger members have yet to leave us behind. At a recent get-together, Willie Elliot, who had just returned from a meeting with the chief constable, summed it up as he announced proudly, ‘Aye, we’re now insured for mountain rescue until we reach sixty-five!’









– Introduction –


.


Anyone who is unfortunate enough to have an accident on the British hills is liable to be criticised for endangering the lives of those who go out to rescue him. But in all the years that I have been engaged in mountain rescue, although on occasion the rescuer is exposed to danger, I cannot recall a single complaint from a fellow rescuer arising out of concern for his personal safety – risk is an essential element in the nature of this work. There is no doubt that, in winter conditions, mountain rescue in parts of Scotland can be as hazardous as anywhere in the world. Though the mountains are not very high, nevertheless they can be subjected to blizzards and winds of incredible severity, such as are rarely experienced outside the Arctic regions. There have been surprisingly few accidents to rescue-team members on actual rescues, but we have been lucky; I can recall dozens of occasions when every member of the party was exposed to grave danger.


Mountain-rescue work is therefore closely akin to that of the lifeboat service. The elements are the common enemy; saving of life is the common aim. Rescue on the mountains, as at sea, is very much a team operation. Members work in harmony, each performing his allotted task to the best of his ability. Although this book is mainly about my personal experiences, it is written in appreciation of my colleagues, for without them there would be no rescue service in Scotland.


The mountain-rescue organisation in Scotland is fairly complex, since there are three separate bodies involved. Firstly, there are the local teams which now undertake most of the rescue work and are usually unpaid volunteers – shepherds, farmers and climbers, living in the area. These teams rely mainly on charity for their finance, donations from grateful casualties and money from entertainments – concerts and dances – organised by team members, though a certain amount is sometimes received from government sources in the form of an annual grant. During the period that this book covers, these teams were in dire financial straits; sometimes there was not even enough money to pay for torch batteries! The position is gradually improving, but only, I must add, after many people have perished on the hills and the plight of these teams has been publicised by the national press.


Secondly, there are the military mountain-rescue teams. For many years the RAF teams formed the backbone of mountain rescue in Scotland and numerous climbers owe a debt of gratitude to them. Gradually, with the formation of civilian rescue teams in mountainous regions, the RAF have modified their role and now provide support for local teams, particularly on protracted rescues and searches. Their usefulness is by no means diminished, however, and it will be a sad day when the ministry decides to disband them, for though their primary task is to locate crashed aircraft on the mountains, their secondary task – helping with mountain accidents and searches – is a very worthwhile one.


The third body involved in rescue work on the hills is the police. The police in Scotland have always taken an active interest in mountain accidents, much more so than their counterparts in England and Wales. Whether this keen participation is a good thing is open to question; anyone reading this book will inevitably come to the conclusion that a mountain rescuer should first and foremost be a mountaineer, whether he is shepherd or farmer (such men are mountaineers in the true sense of the word), and that ‘instant’ climbers cannot be created by issuing up-to-date equipment to inexperienced men. But, be that as it may, the police have a vital task to perform in mountain rescue, in a secondary supporting role, in the provision of communications and also in an official capacity, since the possibility of foul play cannot be overlooked in mountain accidents.


In Glencoe we have two rescue groups: the Glencoe Mountain Rescue Team and the Argyll Police Team. There are about twelve members in our local team, which forms the advance group on rescues. The men come from many different walks of life. There is Huan Findlay, for example, six feet three inches tall and a sheep farmer who lives in the heart of Glencoe and was at one time a tea planter in Bhutan. There is Rory MacDonald, the proprietor of the Clachaig Inn; though not a climber he always keeps remarkably fit and, on a rescue, invariably has a half-bottle of whisky in his hip pocket to dispense to the team. John Grey owns a fishing boat and has probably survived more hair-raising episodes on the west coast of Scotland than any man alive. On the hills he is a competent rescuer with a natural aptitude for climbing. Living near him, just south of Glencoe, is John Arthur, a farmer and skier and a pillar of strength. Then there are the local climbers, men such as John and Richard Grieve, John Hardy and Wall Thompson, who are part-time climbing instructors – all mountaineers of the highest calibre. The strength, speed, and competence on the hills of men like Wall Thompson has to be seen to be appreciated, Denis Barclay, an electrician, is one of the founder members of the group. He enjoys a good rescue as much as he enjoys a good pipe, and wears a permanent smile upon his face; after fourteen years of rescuing in Glencoe, he still shows the same enthusiasm towards helping climbers in distress. Then there is Major Eric Moss. Owing to insurance difficulties, Eric was retired from the police team at the age of sixty. Since, by some means, he managed to obtain his own insurance cover for rescuing until his seventieth birthday, we took him under the wing of our local team. Eric is a truly remarkable character; he is amazingly fit for his age and practises running to keep himself in trim. As a piper and composer, he forms the mainstay of our rescue team’s musical aspirations. A certain dry brand of humour that he possesses was well illustrated on a recent rescue – rocks were cascading down on our party but Eric didn’t flinch. When asked why he didn’t run for cover, his reply was ‘a rolling stone gathers no moss!’ Living in a small, whitewashed cottage under the forbidding face of Aonach Dubh are the Elliot brothers. Walter and Willie were engaged in rescue work in the glen before any of us. Following the example set by their father, they have helped to take the injured and dead off the Glencoe hills since they were seventeen years old, and are still as active as ever. There are very few families in Britain who have done so much in the public cause.


The Argyll police team is led by Sandy Whillans, now our local police sergeant. Affectionately known as Sandy, he has been associated with us since he came to Kinlochleven as a young constable, many years ago. I must say that rescues seem dull when Sandy isn’t with us – although that is a rare occurrence! He has an incorrigible sense of humour and, on a rescue, his boisterous laughter echoes like thunder round the corries. Sandy is a great family man and the deaths of young people on our hills always have a profound effect on him; like the rest of us, he hates to see lives thrown away unnecessarily. There are also one or two local chaps who are enrolled as special constables and help the police team during rescues: Alasdair MacDonald, a gamekeeper, and his brother-in-law Cecil MacFarlane, who is a rescue-dog handler.


We have, besides, many transient helpers in the team. Climbing instructors for my ‘snow and ice’ climbing courses usually play an important part in rescues; likewise, other climbers who happen to be living in the glen – even those only visiting – are often pressed into service. Some reference should also be made to the Search and Rescue Dog Association, for this organisation plays an important part in search work in the Highlands and, indeed, throughout Britain. Dog handlers are usually team members whose dogs are trained to find people buried under avalanches or lying out in open country, in both summer and winter. Again, it is a voluntary body; each winter an annual training course is based at Kings House Hotel, Glencoe.


An active interest in mountain-rescue work is bound to promote a ‘canny’ respect for the hills, but rescuers are by no means infallible. Twice in my own climbing career my more accustomed role has been reversed and I have found myself on the ‘receiving’ end of a rescue. The first occasion was during an early attempt on Raven’s Gully in Glencoe. Sixty feet from the top of this difficult climb, the rope had jammed below me. I was then climbing with two friends; as they weren’t able to climb up to me and I had no place to secure my rope, I had the alternatives of staying where I was – the two front points of my crampons resting on a small foothold – or untying and going on up. I decided on the latter course. Six feet from the top of the route, I got stuck in a difficult, iced-up chimney. It was dark by now, but my companions realised the seriousness of my predicament and signalled for help with their torches. Several ace ‘tigers’ rushed up another route to the summit of the mountain, then descended to the top of the gully. Eventually I received a top rope at 2.50 a.m., after I had been balanced on the front points of my crampons for over eight hours, dressed only in jeans and a tartan shirt since my spare clothing was in my friend’s rucksack!


My other ‘unfortunate’ incident occurred in the French Alps, where, as a young man, I used to follow the well-known climber Lionel Terray. We had an arrangement whereby I would follow him ‘solo’ while he climbed with a client. This meant that I didn’t have the difficulty of route finding – a major problem for British climbers with limited time at their disposal. Lionel used to call me jokingly the ‘guideless Aberdonian’.


I had completed the traverse of the Grands Charmoz with him – a respectable hundred feet or so behind his client – and we all enjoyed a snack on the summit. On the descent, Lionel abseiled from a nylon tape sling which was already fastened round a rock bollard. The shortcomings of these slings, when exposed to excessive ultraviolet light, wasn’t widely recognised at that time. I sunned myself on a ledge above as they descended from the rock belay down a vertical wall. It was forty feet in height and terminated in a small ledge; from this point the steep wall continued sheer for another 600 feet down to the glacier.


Without a second thought I put my doubled rope through the sling. I had just allowed my full weight to bear on the sling when I found myself dropping – I didn’t know what had happened as I plunged downwards. I struck the ledge below with great force and my legs doubled up underneath me, as if driven by a hydraulic ram. Like a jackknife closing, my knees made contact with my eyes with a force which blinded me. Lionel must have heard my shout and climbed up to me instantly. He dragged me away from the edge of the ledge where I had providentially ended my lightning descent. Just at that moment he saw his friend, Raymond Lambert, the famous guide, coming down the face of the Grépon and called for his assistance. Raymond’s companion, a trainee guide, went down the mountain to seek further help. With the assistance of these two famous climbers I managed to climb down, facing into the hill since both my heels were damaged and I was unable to see. Fortunately, the injuries I sustained were light for such a fall and I was back climbing in a month or so.


I have mentioned these two instances to illustrate that rescuers, too, can well appreciate what is involved for both patient and rescuer.


We are often asked why we go out on rescues. The answer is simple – we cannot, even if we feel so inclined, leave people stranded or injured on the hills, any more than we can ignore a car accident on the road. Not all the people involved in mountain accidents are stupid. Accidents occur in the mountains just as they do anywhere else, and I don’t consider it our place to stand in judgement of our fellows. Besides, even if the casualty is guilty of negligence, the experience of an accident is generally chastisement enough. Occasionally, if the basic rules of safety have been blatantly ignored, this must be pointed out, but happily these instances are becoming less frequent and anyone making such criticism should have a very wide knowledge of both mountaineering and rescue work.


I would like to conclude this introduction by saying that some of my most memorable recollections of the mountains are of rescues. On an exacting rescue each moment is remembered with amazing clarity, for one lives at a higher pitch than usual when risks must be taken which wouldn’t normally be contemplated. Only too often it is a fight for life: there is nothing more satisfying than the successful evacuation of a critically injured person on a highly technical rescue, where a single mistake could result in death for the casualty. It is, on a grand scale, a game of chance in which nature holds most of the cards.









– Chapter 1 –


The Thousand-foot Fall


It had been snowing all day in the lower part of Glencoe, providing a heavy new cover; even down at my house the snowflakes were now falling steadily. Visibility was restricted to a line along the base of the mountains and only occasionally did we catch fleeting glimpses of the steep faces of the peaks opposite.


I was speaking to Willie Elliot, who had been up shooting hinds close to the road above the gorge. Willie, as well as being a self-employed sheep farmer, is also the part-time National Trust employee in the glen. Some of his work entails taking clients stalking in the autumn and, also, culling hinds during the winter months.


Willie had called in at my workshop on his way back home.


‘Aye, it’s gie coorse,’ he remarked, stamping the snow off his boots. ‘I wouldn’t like to be on the peaks today.’


‘Well, at least it should keep climbers off the hills.’ No sooner had I said this than we observed two snow-encrusted figures staggering down the hillside above my house.


‘I’m not so sure,’ he answered. ‘Look at these blokes.’


‘They’ll never learn; all they need to do is to sprain an ankle and their little excursion could develop into an epic.’


Willie was naturally well aware of this; he, his brother Walter, and their father, now dead, had been out on so many rescues that they must have lost count of them years ago. Willie and Walter’s first recollection of a rescue was in 1934 when they were small boys. They were huddled in a corner of their house – Achnambeithach – when an unconscious climber was brought in on a stretcher after a difficult rescue. The casualty was put in an adjoining room where Mrs Elliot had made up a camp bed. The injured man, a Mr Ian Campbell, a solicitor from Edinburgh, had fallen off the Church Door Buttress of Bidean nam Bian and had been rescued by some of his friends and Mr Elliot.


In those days there were no telephones in Glencoe. These were not installed in the glen until Mr Ernest Marples – one-time postmaster-general and an active climber – had a line put up through the glen from Glencoe village to Kings House Hotel in the early 1950s. In an emergency such as this one, Mr Elliot would get on his bicycle and pedal up to Achtriochtan Farm to call out the Marquises, then travel several miles down the road to Achnacon to call out the Browns, finally riding up the narrow track to Gleann-leac-na-muidh to alert Mr Aitchison, the farmer. If it was going to be a long rescue other helpers had to be rounded up from the village.


Mrs Elliot recalls quite vividly that first rescue in Glencoe: apparently Mr Stark, the factor, went in to have a look at Campbell in the other room. He then came into the living room where she was handing out bowls of soup to the exhausted rescuers who were gathered round the blazing fire. Steam was rising from their wet clothes as the fresh, melting snow fell to the floor.


‘There’s no need for your camp bed, Mrs Elliot,’ said the factor. ‘I’m afraid he’s gone.’


A silence fell in the room which was only broken by the arrival of Dr Grant, the local doctor. In a few minutes he told them that Campbell was still alive, though deeply unconscious; he was taken to hospital and remained in this state for the next three weeks. When he eventually regained consciousness he waved his arms about violently as he came round: the nurse at his bedside asked him what he was doing.


‘Oh, I thought I was coming through the Church Door,’ were his first words.


In those days there was very little rescue gear in the glen and the local shepherds cherished all they had, for there was little spare cash available to buy such luxuries as ropes and special boots. One of Mr Elliot’s prize possessions was a German storm lantern which, he maintained, would stay alight in any wind. On one rescue he was separated from this coveted item of equipment and never saw it again – a common enough occurrence even on rescues today. He bemoaned this sad loss to many, vowing that he would never find another like it. During the next few months, as friends and climbers heard of his loss, new storm lanterns in all shapes and sizes arrived by post at the cottage. Every stormy night for months afterwards Mr Elliot, or one of his sons, would go outside to test the latest acquisition, but it was always the same – none ever matched up to the lost one!


‘There must be quite an avalanche risk today,’ observed Willie, peering from the doorway up into the Lost Valley.


‘No doubt about that. There’s a hard underlayer from that last frost – just before the New Year – and now at least two feet of fresh snow is lying on top. There won’t be much to hold it in the steeper gullies.’


‘Well, I must go,’ he said. ‘I hope we’re not out today, that’s all I say.’


I said ‘cheerio’ and he went off in his Morris Traveller, sliding slightly as he took the corner below the house.


Up behind the workshop a large herd of hinds had gathered and from across the river came the roar of a stag. The sheep stood in dejected groups, snow sticking to their fleeces, and the county council snowploughs were having difficulty in keeping the road open.


There were a lot of climbers in the glen that January weekend, snow and fair weather proving strong incentives for their activities. The local pubs were busy all evening as climbers returned off the hill.


I had just written a few letters after dinner and was talking to some friends when the telephone rang. It was Doris Elliot, Willie’s sister, who is the receptionist at Kings House Hotel.


‘Hello, Hamish,’ she began. ‘There’s been an accident on the Buachaille. Three chaps had a fall in Crowberry Gully.’


‘Are there any survivors there?’ I asked.


‘Yes, there’s a chap here, his name is David Tod. Do you want to speak to him?’


‘Please, Doris.’


I remembered David as a slim, ginger-haired youth who came up to the glen fairly often.


‘Hello, Hamish. We had a fall from the last pitch of Crowberry. One of the lads is still up there.’


‘Look, Dave,’ I interrupted, realising the urgency. ‘If you can get down to Jacksonville I’ll meet you as soon as possible. I’ll get the full story there.’


‘Right, I’ll be there,’ he replied.


Jacksonville is a mountain bothy built by members of the Creagh Dhu Mountaineering Club and is situated by the river at the base of Buachaille Etive Mor, the Big Herdsman, of Glen Etive. I was with the Creagh Dhu that sublime June day in 1950 when the first Jacksonville was built by Jimmy Jackson, a member of the Club. Since that time it has been the exclusive living-quarters of these hard climbers and, though it is never locked up, no climber has yet had the temerity to stay there uninvited, so powerful is the reputation of the Creagh Dhu. Other pastimes of the club include wrestling and weightlifting; this factor, added to a background of living in the heart of Glasgow, has led to a widespread respect for their resourcefulness in brawls and other ‘momentous’ encounters.


Before I left the house I called out the team, suggesting that we should meet at Jacksonville. The tale of the accident, which Dave Tod delivered that night by the dim light of two candles in Jacksonville, was a remarkable one, to say the least.


The party – David Tod, Robert Gow and Neil Keith – was ascending an ice pitch of Crowberry Gully, which leads almost to the summit of the mountain, when Bob Gow, who was coming up last, came off. He fell, pulling his friends with him. Their ice-axe belay – seldom satisfactory – came out. They shot down the gully, which resembles a narrow alleyway cut into the solid rhyolite of the mountain at an angle of some forty-five degrees; this is interspersed with abrupt ice pitches. It doesn’t run in a straight line but twists and turns, hemmed in by the massive gully walls, at times only a few feet in width.


I don’t suppose we will ever know the speed that this party reached during their 1,000-foot fall but it must have been breathtaking. They passed the point where the gully forks – the scene of many other rescues – in a huge wave of snow, then shot down a long straight section of the gully where the true right wall leans over the gully bed, hiding it from the road. Their headlong descent continued over some steep pitches, now filled up with fresh snow; fortunately, each collision they had with the gully walls and buried rocks was cushioned by hundreds of tons of snow.


Eventually, they rocketed out of the base of the gully, which separates the huge walls of Crowberry Ridge on one side and the massive cliff of North Buttress on the other, and continued down towards the lower slopes of the mountain. They were heading for some more vertical drops near the top of the Waterslab, a smooth sweep of rock situated where the path from Jacksonville steepens on the lower slopes. Bob Gow, who was falling first, shot down the true continuation of Crowberry Gully, while Dave and Neil went down a subsidiary steep funnel of ice. The No. 2 Viking nylon rope to which they had been tied has a minimum breaking-strain of 3,000 pounds and they were still roped up. As the rope suddenly tightened Neil and Dave came to rest with a sickening jerk. Dave was halfway down the ice scoop and Neil was dangling on the end over a vertical drop. With great difficulty, using his last ounce of strength, Dave untied himself with bare hands and pulled Neil into the face so that he could untie him. They were now actually on the access path, almost at the foot of the mountain – their fall must forever remain the fastest descent of Buachaille Etive Mor.


Somewhere above them lay Bob Gow. With a tremendous effort, considering the shock of the fall, Dave climbed up to where the rope had snagged, but in his exhausted state, with no equipment, he had to give up; he couldn’t see any sign of Gow and there was no response to his calls. Neil was injured and in urgent need of medical attention, so they both staggered like drunks down through the deep snow, numbed by the fall and fatigue and the terrible knowledge that their friend lay above yet they were unable to help him. They reached their small tent near Coupal Bridge eventually. Dave forced himself to keep going to Kings House Hotel.


We listened to this tale while outside the snow still fell heavily. A shout from across the river heralded the arrival of Sandy Whillans and some of the rescue team.


John (Big) Maclean and David Agnew were the only Creagh Dhu residents in Jacksonville that night. Big John had been on many rescues with us in the past and could always be relied upon for his prodigious strength and climbing ability, for he was one of the best climbers in Scotland. David Agnew was then a young man as broad as he was tall; a fine wrestler and weightlifter, at that time a frequent climber in Glencoe.


‘Aye, Dave and Neil were bloody lucky,’ said Big Maclean to me. ‘They’re no bad climbers.’


In John’s language this meant that they were very good. As a matter of fact, Dave was later to join the Creagh Dhu and lived up to Maclean’s estimation of his ability.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘I think we’d better make a move.’ I turned to Sandy who was squatting beside me. ‘We’ll have to keep everyone off the hill. If we don’t we’ll surely lose someone. It’ll be a deathtrap up there tonight.’ I jerked a thumb in the direction of Buachaille.


‘I’ll get a couple of the police to keep everyone down below.’


‘Fine. It’d be as well if John, Davy Agnew and yourself came up with me. That’ll be enough to determine if he’s still alive and we can take a stretcher and casualty bag up with us. We should manage to get him off on our own.’


It was fortunate that we all knew the Buachaille like the backs of our hands, otherwise we would never even have reached the bottom of the Waterslab that night. Our headlamps could only pick out the snow-covered heather a short way ahead and large flakes of snow fell as persistently as ever. We had been told that it had started snowing heavily up here at about 4 p.m.


‘What a bloody night,’ muttered Davy from behind, struggling with the stretcher; those of us who were lighter laden led, forcing a trail through the snow. We paused beneath the bottom of the Waterslab, where a great column of ice rose vertically to the overhanging nose of this long sweep of iced rock.


Sandy had his pipe lit. ‘I don’t like the look of this, Hamish,’ he said. ‘I’ll be very surprised if he’s still alive.’


‘I think you’re right,’ I agreed. ‘It would be a miracle indeed if all three survived such a fall.’


‘Aye,’ interjected John. ‘This beats Bill Smith’s fall from Raven’s Gully, Hamish. That time you were up with him, he fell all of 500 feet, didn’t he, and wasn’t he still okay after that?’


‘Yes, that’s right. We were attempting the first winter ascent and were above pitch four when the ice gave way underneath him. He shot away down into Great Gully and shouted back, “Come on doon – it’s great!”’


Always when there is an excessive snowfall, as there was on that bleak night in January 1961, there is a very high avalanche risk. It is now common practice throughout mountainous regions to issue avalanche warnings as soon as the snowfall exceeds twelve inches (thirty centimetres). Where we stood at the base of the Waterslab, the snow was at least two feet deep! To make matters still more hazardous, the old snow in the gullies, which had fallen before the New Year was iron-hard and the numerous boulders and crannies, which might have afforded some anchorage to the new snow, were covered and transformed into smooth slopes. Had the snow remained undisturbed, without the surface tension being broken, it would probably have adhered to the gullies and the steep faces, but its instability was such that the disturbance caused by a climber, or even a falling rock, was enough to send it crashing down; a falling mass like this will often trigger off other avalanches on adjoining slopes and gullies. But in 1961 little was known about avalanches in Scotland, and, indeed, in climbing circles generally interest in avalanches was minimal.


We skirted round to the south of the Waterslab and followed, as best we could, the approximate line of the summer path. There was now no sign of the tracks of the two survivors; they had vanished under a smooth, white blanket.


In the beam of my torch I spotted the thread-like rope hanging down the vertical face to our right on the steep face of rock which marks the bottom of Curved Ridge, the one relatively easy way up the front of this precipitous mountain.


‘Look – over there – the rope. It’s hanging in the place where Snodgrass fell.’ (Snodgrass was a Glaswegian climber who sometimes used to come out with the club and who was killed at that spot.)


‘Yes, that’s it,’ said Davy.


A short way below, Davy had given the stretcher to John for a turn at carrying.


‘I think I’d better go up with Davy, seeing he’s nearest to me,’ I said. ‘It looks bloody dangerous.’


‘Aye, there’s no sense in us all being killed; we don’t want to depopulate the glen, after all,’ answered John with his customary deadpan expression.


‘I’m glad MacInnes is up there,’ Sandy butted in, ‘or he’d be off after venison. Remind me to search his car when I get back, young fella,’ he laughed.


Afterwards I told the boys about this remark of Sandy’s, ‘He must have been bloody psychic – I had a stag in the boot all the time!’


Davy and I put on our crampons and roped up. Ten minutes later we were on the steep, rising traverse leading up to where the rope hung. During a hard winter this section can be tricky even in daylight, but we didn’t encounter any real difficulty. Once I got to the frozen rope, I climbed up the ice scoop where it hung, using the rope as a handrail.


‘If it held two survivors it’ll surely hold us now,’ I remarked optimistically.


Reaching the top I discovered that the rope hung down from a point of rock and disappeared into a mass of avalanche debris in the shallow gully below. Beyond this again, I could see, by torchlight, where the snow ended abruptly at the edge of a big drop. There was no sign of Bob Gow.


Securing the safety rope as best I could round a boulder which I cleared of snow, I shouted for Davy to climb. As he came up I looked about me. There was little to see, the snow slopes were visible by the head torch within a range of a few feet; beyond this was an opaque curtain of falling snow. Davy loomed beside me like a ghost.


‘I can’t see any sign of him, Davy.’


‘That’s funny. He must be about somewhere.’ He shone his lamp over the avalanche debris. ‘He must be under this lot; the rope goes under the snow just below us here.’


‘Aye, I can see that. If you watch my rope, I’ll start digging,’ I replied. ‘Keep your eyes open for any further avalanches.’


‘Too bloody right,’ he muttered, taking a strong grip of my rope as I kicked down the hard snow boulders of the avalanche.


The avalanche tip of this Crowberry Gully avalanche wasn’t big. The snow boulders were only about ten inches in diameter, but I knew from previous experience that it didn’t take much to cover and kill a man. There are few tasks worse than digging for a body in an avalanche tip on a wild winter’s night. It is an eerie and unpleasant experience; you are working away, trying to be both quick and careful so that you won’t injure the buried man with your ice axe, not knowing what you are going to uncover – a corpse, or a live climber. Snow tends to keep a well-clad body relatively well insulated, while wind has a most treacherous cooling effect, under an avalanche you are well protected from the wind – but you must have air to survive.


I uncovered a boot first, then a lower leg, then another boot. He was hanging head first down the slope under the debris, face down, with a loop of rope snagged round one leg in a half hitch. It seemed to take hours to uncover him. All the while Davy watched my rope and listened for the warning sounds of a further avalanche.


It was 11.30 p.m. before I had him entirely free of the snow. By this time I didn’t have much doubt that he was dead. He probably died instantly, as he had head injuries. Davy shouted this news down to Sandy and John, saying that we would either spend the night where we were or come down later.


‘Thank Christ we can move at last,’ shouted Sandy. ‘There are very nearly two other corpses down here now! Be seeing you.’ As the snowfall eased momentarily I could see their torches bobbing down the hillside; they were obviously sliding down on their backsides, a sport known to mountaineers as glissading. They had left the stretcher where they had been standing because we would need it the following day to take the body down.


David had come down to join me by the body and we cut a ledge out of the snow where the avalanche had scoured the top layer away. We dropped our rucksacks on this ledge, sat upon them and had some chocolate. The body lay by my right foot, just off our ledge.


‘What do you think we should do, Davy?’ I asked, handing him a piece of chocolate.


‘Buggered if I know. You do have a bivvy sack with you?’


‘Yes, it’ll hold the two of us; we could be quite comfortable here for the night.’


‘Aye, I suppose we could,’ he returned meditatively.


Suddenly I stood up. I had a curious feeling of impending disaster. Davy did the same.


‘Let’s get the hell out of here, Davy,’ I yelled, grabbing my rucksack. Without even bothering about the rope, which we had taken off, we ran across the avalanche debris, jumping over the body of Robert. Davy was close on my heels, his crampons crunching into the snow boulders. It seemed such a stupid thing to do, as the section where the survivors’ rope hung was a difficult one and to negotiate it without being roped up would have required great care, especially on the descent.


There was no time for such thoughts, however; immediately we heard an ominous sound, a deep roar, like a tube train coming out of a tunnel. Yet another avalanche; I cursed. In seconds it had us in its grip, tossing us like woollen dolls down the slope leading to the vertical drop. We were wrapped in a cold blanket of snow. I remember turning over and over, then everything was quiet; I realised I had stopped, and extricated myself from the avalanche debris. Alongside me I saw the white apparition, which was Davy, newly risen from the depths. We were still alive, we felt our arms, legs, ribs – incredibly we appeared to be uninjured. We had lost everything, our rucksacks, gloves, hats and ice axes. Only our crampons were still attached to our feet. We shook ourselves, unable to believe what had happened; it was as if we had received a severe electric shock.


‘Well,’ said Davy in a tremulous voice, ‘we did say to the lads that we might be back, didn’t we?’


‘Aye,’ I replied, spitting a mass of snow, which I had half-swallowed, on to the ground. ‘A bit sooner than anticipated!’


We had fallen about 170 feet, seventy of them vertical. In summer the base of this cliff is a mass of large boulders, yet there must have been enough snow to cushion our fall; we didn’t have a single scratch, but there was snow inside our clothing, even between our underclothes and our skin.


We were now without torches, but we could see a faint gleam of light below – the window of Jacksonville – through the sporadic showers of snow and, to the east, the welcome lights of Kings House Hotel. We took a straight line towards the light and didn’t stop until we burst through the low doorway.


Sandy and John were mildly surprised.


‘Well, that didn’t take you long,’ Big John observed. ‘We haven’t had time to get a brew on yet.’


‘Yes, we don’t waste much time,’ I commented, taking a seat. ‘Especially when persuaded by a few hundred tons of snow!’ We told them of the avalanche.


‘Where’s the body now?’ asked Sandy, anxious to know the movement of corpses on his beat.


‘Blowed if I know,’ I replied. ‘Have you any idea, Davy?’


‘Something hit me before I went over the edge, but I’ve no idea what it was – could have been a rock.’


‘Anyhow, we’ll find it in the morning,’ I said. ‘You may as well stay the night with me, Sandy; there’s no point in going all the way round to Kinlochleven.’


‘That’ll be fine. Have you enough gear to go back up tomorrow?’


‘Oh, yes. I’ve a spare ice axe and other equipment at home. I must see if I can find my gear tomorrow, though.’


After a mug of hot tea I went off with Sandy and a few team members who had remained by the vehicles while we were up the hill. The policeman left on duty at the main-road car park had done a good job in keeping volunteers off the hill; there was now a large crowd around the police Land Rover. The RAF team from Leuchars, Fife, had recently arrived with Bill Rankin, their team leader. We spoke to him before going home, asking if he could join us at first light to go up and recover the body.


‘Yes, I’ll be there with the lads. We’ll probably camp the night down by the loch.’


‘Good night,’ we chorused as we stepped into my car.


Sandy slept that night on the floor. At 8 a.m. the alarm went off; it seemed as if I had only just closed my eyes. The day was dull and cloudy; though the snow had ceased, angry clouds still hung close about the mountains.


We set off with the RAF party and made good time to the Waterslab. Our tracks from the previous night were still visible. With Sandy, I once again climbed up the traverse line to where we had found the body the previous night. There was no sign of the body now, nor of the rope which had still been attached to it when we were avalanched. Sandy belayed me at precisely the same point as Davy had before and I went down the snow slope, now polished to an even smoother finish by the latest avalanche.


The body had utterly vanished. Some of the RAF chaps had gone to the bottom of the face where we had landed the night before; they shouted up to us: ‘We can’t see any sign of it down here either.’


As I was climbing back up to Sandy, I saw, half-buried, a section of bloody rope – presumably the one which was still attached to the corpse, since David and I had used a white rope – we had coiled it up and David had been sitting upon it to provide extra insulation on top of his rucksack.


‘He must be jammed somewhere down the face,’ I called to Sandy. ‘I’d better abseil down and see; it’s very steep.’


‘Okay,’ answered Sandy. ‘Come back up and we’ll fix another rope for you.’


When this rope was attached to a rock belay, I went down over the edge of the face. About fifteen feet down I found the body wedged in a crack. I shouted back to Sandy: ‘Keep me tight on the safety rope. I’ll try to prise it from the crack.’


This was no easy task and only by levering it out, using my crampons for purchase, did I succeed in freeing it. I watched it drop into the deep snow below, then followed after on the abseil rope.


The RAF team took the body down to the waiting ambulance. We were back at the car park by 2.45 p.m. after suffering a soaking while crossing the river.


This rescue has always stuck in my mind because of its psychic quality: I am unable to explain our actions that bleak night, why we suddenly had an urgent desire to escape from the gully. Perhaps, as some authorities suggest, there is some electrical influence created by an approaching avalanche. I can’t recall ever discussing it again with Davy; one simply accepts these things. Even when we met recently in the Yosemite Valley in California, our talk was of what we were going to do and not about the past.
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