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“Well, we knocked the bastard off”


Edmund Hillary, 1953


“Have we vanquished an enemy? None but ourselves”


George Mallory




Introduction


There is, of course, nothing new about climbing mountains. Humankind has probably scrambled up slopes and along ridges since they took to two legs way back in the African dawn. Doubtless these early ventures were prompted by needs of warfare, of hunting, of exploration and colonization, but it is tempting to think that some ancestral homo sapiens sapiens reached the top simply because the mountain “was there”.


As an organized sport, however, mountaineering is an entirely modern phenomenon and owes much to de Saussure’s reward, offered in 1760, to the first person to conquer Mont Blanc. This was not achieved until 1786, when Balmat and Paccard reached the top, followed by de Saussure himself a year later. Within a century, Mont Blanc and the Alps were crawling with advocates of the new sport of mountaineering, the Alpine Club had been formed, and Edward Whymper had become the pursuit’s first bonafide star, a celestial ranking he ensured by his 1865 ascent of the Matterhorn. And like many a climber after him, Whymper was no mean hand with a pen as well as a piton. Mountaineering literature may not have begun with Whymper but his Scrambles amongst the Alps, 1871, defined and established the form like little else.


It was perhaps inevitable that climbers, having scaled the major peaks of the Alps, should turn their eyes ever higher, to the Andes, the Caucasus and most of all to the Himalayas, where taunted the giants, Kanchenjunga, Nanga Parbat, Annapurna, K2 and greatest of all, Everest (88,48m/29,028 ft). The first serious attempt on Everest came in 1922 but it was the tragedy of Mallory and Irvine, who disappeared almost within grasp of the top, in 1934 that elevated that lofty peak into legend. Everest was finally summitted in 1953 by Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay. Summitted but not beaten. Scores of climbers since have been thrown off Everest’s white walls to their death. Nature is only subdued for the moment, never mastered. Which is part of the allure of mountaineering. If Nature wasn’t dangerous, mountaineering wouldn’t be exciting, neither for those that do it nor for those who like their dangers experienced vicariously from the safety of the armchair.


The world’s biggest mountain may have been conquered in 1953, but mountaineering itself had far from peaked. There are always fresh challenges, new routes, even in some remote corners unclimbed summits. And new ways of doing things. Over the last half century, the fashion in mountaineering has been towards “alpine style” lightly equipped fast assaults, exemplified by Reinhold Messner’s solo, oxygen-less assault on Everest in 1980. This singular achievement required athleticism of the highest order; there is little doubt that the late 20th century, early 21st century climber is pushing harder against the limits of the body than his or her predecessors. There is equally little doubt that mountaineering today takes what it has always taken: courage, the ability to endure. And the triumph of the mind.


It is a curious fact, I think, that the real beauty, drama and interest of mountaineering is not the mountains themselves, not even the physical aspect of their conquest but what goes on in the mind of the men and women who climb the far peaks.


No one sees further, clearer, deeper than those whose life is hanging by fingertips on the edge of the abyss.


Thus the selections on the following pages, eyewitness accounts of epic exploits by some of the world’s greatest climbers, make up a book of high adventure and of philosophy too. It only helps that the more epic and dangerous the recounted exploit, the better the writing, the more nerve-wracking the read, the bigger the illumination of the human soul.


What more could you want?
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	abseil


	descent of rock face by sliding down a rope







	arete


	sharp rock or ridge
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	bergschrund


	the gap between a glacier and upper face
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	col


	a pass







	cornice


	protuding mass of snow







	couloir


	open gully







	crevasse


	crack or gap







	cwm


	valley or rounded hollow in valley formed by glacial action
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	jumar


	friction device to aid climbers ascending fixed ropes
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	moraine


	loose stone
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	neve


	bed of frozen snow
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	serac


	pinnacle of ice, usually unstable










Ladder Down the Sky


Robert Bates


Bates was a member of the 1953 American expedition to K2 (Trans-Himalaya), at 8,611 m (28,261 ft) the second highest mountain in the world. A ten day storm foiled the summit bid and when Art Gilkey developed thrombophlebitis his comrades determined to lower him down from Camp VIII on the Abruzzi Ridge. The weather notwithstanding.


 


We all knew now that some of us might never get down the mountain alive. Each had long recognized the near impossibility of evacuating an injured man from the upper ledges of K2. We had told one another that “if somebody broke a leg, you never could get him down the mountain,” but now that we were faced with Gilkey’s helplessness, we realized that we had to get him down. We didn’t know how, but we knew that we had to do it.


Schoening in particular, and also Bob Craig and Dec Molenaar, had done a lot of mountain rescue work, and the rest of us placed great confidence in their faith that somehow we could get our casualty to Base Camp. Gilkey’s high morale and his confidence in us was a great boost to our spirits and we faced the job ahead with strong determination. When on the morning of August 10th Charlie Houston thrust his shoulders through the tunnel entrance of the tent where Schoening, Streather and I, shoulder rubbing shoulder, had tossed during the long night hours, we spoke almost in unison: “How is he?”


“We’ve got to take him down,” said the doctor. “His other leg has a clot now and he can’t last long here.”


The wind was hammering the tent fabric so hard that we had to yell at one another. Drifts of fine powder snow were sifting in through a strained seam in the tent vestibule, though we had done our best to keep the shelter airtight, and we could feel the whole tent vibrate as gusts stretched the fabric to the utmost.


“What? Move in this storm?” said someone.


“We’ve got to,” said Houston. “He’ll soon be dead if we don’t get him down.”


Nothing needed saying after that, for we knew what this decision meant. All of us had fought mountain storms before, but we had never seen anything like the duration and violence of this furious wind and snow that was still battering us. We all knew the story of the storm on Nanga Parbat in 1934, when nine members of a German expedition had died of exhaustion while battling the wind and snow. Willy Merkl, Uli Wieland and Willi Welzenback had been famous mountaineers, but a storm had exhausted them and killed them one by one. Here on K2 we had not only the storm to fight but the steepest part of the mountain, and we were trying to bring down these precipitous slopes a crippled companion as well!


We all realized that our adventure had now become grim, for the odds against getting Art down were obvious, and our own position was getting more critical all the time. While Houston and Schoening were easing Art out of his tent into the storm, the rest of us began packing light loads to take down. We would need one tent in case of emergency, and we took the Gerry tent, our lightest one. We also might need a stove and pot, and some meat bars, chocolate, or quick-energy food that needed no cooking. Often the effects of altitude so weaken one’s determination that doing nothing becomes a positive pleasure, but this was no time for lethargy, and as we moved purposefully out of the tents into the stinging blasts of snow, we knew that we had to move fast, while fingers and toes still had feeling. Little was spoken. Each of us realized that he was beginning the most dangerous day’s work of his lifetime.


Gilkey seemed in no pain as we wrapped him in the smashed tent, put his feet in a rucksack, and tied nylon ropes to him in such a way that they cradled him. Four ropes, tied to this cradle, could be held by one man ahead, one man behind, and one on either side. We had already put on all our warm clothing – sweaters, wool jackets, down jackets and nylon parkas – and stripped our packs to the minimum. As we worked, the disabled man watched the preparations silently. He was an experienced mountaineer and realized what all of us were up against. But he knew also that we would never leave him, and that we would bring him down safely if it were humanly possible. Art’s cap was pulled down over his face, which looked drawn and bluish-grey, but he gave a wan smile whenever someone asked, “How is it going?”


“Just fine,” he would say. “Just fine.” And his mouth would smile. He never showed a moment’s fear or the slightest lack of confidence, but he realized of course that he had been stricken by something that was likely to be fatal, that his condition was getting worse, and that he was 9,000ft above Base Camp in a terrible monsoon storm. The nearest tent, at Camp VI, was 2,000 ft below. He knew that we could not carry him down the tricky route we had come up, and that we must go only where we could lower him. Even in perfect weather with all men in top physical condition, the task might prove impossible – yet Art Gilkey could smile, and his smile gave us strength.


While we were adjusting the tow ropes, Schoening and Molenaar strapped on their crampons and disappeared into the storm. They were to find the best route past the dangerous avalanche slope that had blocked us a few days before, and to go over to the Camp VII cache to get a climbing rope that was strung on the ice slope just above. It would be useful in the descent. After their departure Houston called Base Camp on the walkie-talkie and told Ata-Ullah our plans. “It’s pretty desperate, Ata,” he said grimly, “but we can’t wait. We’re starting down now. We’ll call you at three o’clock.”


Each man took his place on a rope tied to Gilkey and for a couple of hundred yards we lunged hard at the tow ropes to pull Art through the knee-deep drifts of powder snow; then gravity took over and we had to hold back just as strongly to keep our helpless 185-pound load from plunging into the abyss. The steep slope we were on disappeared below us into nothingness. Was there a cliff there, a jumping-off place? We strained our eyes peering into the storm, but we could not wait for clearing weather. Instead we had to depend on Schoening and Molenaar, who had gone ahead to scout out the way. As we descended, Craig and Bell pulled the front ropes, one on each side, and Houston directed operations from a point immediately behind Gilkey, while Streather and I anchored the rope higher up. Gradually we worked our way to a rock ridge, climbed down alongside it, and then began to lower Gilkey down a steep snow slope leading to a snow chute and an ice gully below. This route was not the one we would have taken had Gilkey been able to walk, but now we had no choice: we could go only where we could lower our companion, and we had faith that the two men ahead would find a route down. Once we were well started, return to Camp VIII would be impossible for any of us.


The wind and cold seeped insidiously through our layers of warm clothing so that by the end of the third hour none of us had feeling in his toes any longer, and grotesque icicles hung from our eyebrows, beards and moustaches. Goggles froze over and we continually raised them on our foreheads in order to see how to handle the rope. Moving the sick man was frightfully slow. We had to belay one another as well as Gilkey, and our numb fingers would not move quickly. Somehow, when we got to the steepest pitch, however, someone managed to tie two 120-foot nylon ropes together and we started to lower Gilkey down, down in the only direction the slope would permit. Houston and I, braced on the storm-swept ridge, backs to the wind, could feel the terrible gusts trying to hurl us off the rocks. We could not see where we were lowering Art, but we could hear faint shouts from Schoening and Molenaar, who were out of sight below. As we slowly paid out the coils of rope, thankful that they were of nylon and would not freeze in kinks, Bob Craig unroped from us and climbed down alongside the injured man to direct the descent. Soon he was completely obscured, too, but Streather climbed down to where he could see Craig’s arm signals, yet still see us, and so we belayers had communication with Craig and Gilkey and knew whether to lower or to hold the rope. Alternatively we anchored and paid out line until we were nearly frozen, and our arms were strained when Tony Streather, whom we could barely see, turned and shouted, “Hold tight! They’re being carried down in an avalanche!”


We held. Our anchorage was good and the rope stretched taut. For a moment snow flurries blotted out everything, and then we could hear a muffled shout from Streather. “They’re still there!” The rope had broken loose a wind-slab avalanche of powder snow that had roared down over both men, blotting them from sight. Craig clung to the rope to Gilkey, and held on to it for his life. The pull of the hissing particles must have been terrible, but the avalanche was of unconsolidated snow. The falling powder slithered out of sight and down off the side of the mountain, where it must have kept falling long after we could hear it. When it was gone, Craig still clung to the rope, grey and very chilled. Both men were safe. The grim descent continued.


Schoening and Molenaar, who were not far from Camp VII, soon were able to reach Gilkey, but it seemed like hours to the four of us on the icy rocks of the wind-swept ridge before they shouted up that they had him strongly belayed “on the edge of a cliff,” and we could climb down. Stiffly we shifted from our frozen positions, and climbed clumsily down the steep, crumbly rocks to the snow chute above the ice gully. Houston and I were on one rope, Bell and Streather on the other. All were so cold, so near exhaustion, that moving down over dangerous, snow covered ice stretched us to the limit. Through the murk of blowing snow we saw Schoening standing in front of a large, rounded rock that had become frozen on to a narrow ledge. His ice-axe was thrust deep into the snow above the rock and the rope with which he held Art Gilkey was looped tightly around the shaft of the axe. The sick man was at the edge of a 20-foot cliff, beneath which we could glimpse the ice gully dropping off steeply into the storm toward the Godwin-Austen Glacier nearly two miles below.


Schoening looked like a man from another world. So much frost had formed on our beards that faces were unrecognizable, and we knew that we were fast reaching the breaking point. We could not continue much longer without shelter from the driving storm and food to renew our energy. Some 150 yards below us to the east was the tiny shelf, at 24,500 ft, nicked into the ice slope, where Schoening and Gilkey had spent the night of July 30th during their reconnaissance above Camp VI. We had called it Camp VII or Camp VII cache. None of us had expected anyone to spend another night there, but Bob Craig, whose struggle against the avalanche had so completely exhausted him temporarily that he could hardly tie a crampon strap, had been belayed over to this site to rest and clear some of the avalanche snow that had seeped under his parka. We yelled to him to try to enlarge the ledge. Meanwhile, with Schoening anchoring the rope, we lowered Gilkey slowly over the short rock cliff until he was resting against the forty-five degree ice slope. Streather, who was roped to Bell, climbed down to Gilkey. Schoening held Gilkey’s rope firmly while Houston belayed me across a delicate pitch of steep, hard ice and then Houston climbed down to a point opposite the man suspended against the slope. The problem now was not to get Gilkey down, but to swing him across the steep ice slope to the ice shelf at Camp VII. Our plan was to get a firm anchorage and then pendulum him across, but unfortunately the ice near him was too hard for axes to be driven in and the slope was relentlessly steep.


Even during the best weather conditions the manoeuvre would have been dangerous, and our position at that moment I shall never forget. Schoening was belaying Gilkey, who hung 60 feet below him, suspended against the sharply angled ice. On the same level as Gilkey, and forty feet across from him, five of us, facing into the stinging, drifting snow, were searching for a place where we could stand and anchor the rope to Gilkey as we pulled him across the ice in the direction of Craig on the ice shelf. With our spiked crampons biting the hard ice, Streather, Houston, Molenaar and I stood close together. Bell and Streather were roped together, Houston and I were on a rope together – and Molenaar had just “tied in” to a loose rope to Gilkey. He had done this when Craig had unroped and gone over to the ice shelf to rest, and it was Molenaar’s precaution that saved us all, for George Bell, who was some 60 feet above us, began to descend a delicate stretch of hard ice in order to help with Gilkey’s ropes. At that moment, what we had all been dreading occurred. Something threw Bell off balance and he fell.


I never saw Bell fall, but to my horror I saw Streather being dragged off the slope and making desperate efforts to jam the pick of his axe into the ice and stop. Streather had been standing above the rope from Houston to me. In almost the same instant I saw Houston swept off, and though I turned and lunged at the hard ice with the point of my axe, a terrible jerk ripped me from my hold and threw me backward headfirst down the slope. This is it! I thought as I landed heavily on my pack. There was nothing I could do now. We had done our best, but our best wasn’t good enough. This was the end. Since nobody was on the rope with Houston and me, there was no one else to hold us, and I knew that nothing could stop us now. On the slope below, no rock jutted on which the rope between us could catch. Only thousands of feet of empty space separated us from the glacier below. It was like falling off a slanting Empire State Building six times as high as the real one.


Thrown violently backward, with the hood of my down jacket jammed over my eyes, I had a feeling of unreality, of detachment. The future was beyond my control. All I knew was that I landed on my pack with great force, bouncing faster and faster, bumping over rocks in great thumps. The next bound I expected to take me over a cliff in a terrible drop that would finish it all, when, by a miracle, I stopped sliding.


I was on my back with my hood over my eyes and my head a yard below my feet. My arms, stretched over my head, were so completely tangled with the taut rope that I could not loosen them. I was helpless, and when I tried to move, I realized that I was balanced on the crest of some rocks and that a change of position might throw me off the edge. The rope had apparently snagged on a projection – though how and where I couldn’t imagine – but it might not be securely caught. Whether it was firmly held, whether anyone else was alive, I did not know, but I didn’t need to wait. Almost immediately I heard a groan coming from nearly on top of me. “Get me loose,” I called, and immediately I felt the pressure of a leg braced against my shoulder and the rope was pulled off my arms.


Grabbing a rock, I swung my head around. Dee Molenaar and I were clinging to a rocky outcrop at the side of a steep ice slope, studded with rocks, about 150 to 200 ft below the place where we had been working on the ropes to Gilkey. Blood from Dee’s nose trickled across his moustache and beard, and he looked badly shaken. My rope was tight to someone or something above, and I heard a distant yell, “Get your weight off that rope!” Fifty feet higher, through a mist of blowing snow, I could see Tony Streather staggering to his feet, a tangle of ropes still tight about his waist. Below me I heard a cry, “My hands are freezing!” and, looking down, to my amazement, I saw George Bell, who seconds before had been sixty feet above me. Now about sixty feet below, he was climbing up over the edge of nothingness. He wore neither pack nor glasses and was staggering up over the steep rocks, obviously dazed, with his hands held out grotesquely in front of him. His mittens had been ripped off in the fall, and already the colour of his hands had turned an ugly fish-belly white. If his hands were badly frozen, of course, we might never be able to get him down off the mountain.


Turning to Molenaar, I thrust my pack into his arms. Most of the lashing had ripped loose and the walkie-talkie radio, which had been on rope, was gone; my sleeping bag was half off, held by a single twist of line. Without sleeping bags we were unlikely to survive the night, no matter how we tried! Since Molenaar wore no pack, I imagined that his sleeping bag also had been torn off in the fall. Whether or not the tent someone had been carrying had survived the fall, I didn’t know. “For God’s sake, hold this,” I yelled above the wind, placing my load in Molenaar’s arms. (For all I knew, mine was the only sleeping bag to survive the fall and we must not lose it now.) The loose pack was awkward to hold securely while we were standing on such steep rock, but Molenaar grasped it and I unroped and started to climb shakily down to meet Bell. As I climbed down, I wondered about the ropes that had saved us. They were snagged to something up above, but the driving snow kept us from seeing what was holding them. Luckily I had a spare pair of dry, loosely woven Indian mitts in the pouch pocket of my parka, and when I reached Bell, whose face was grey and haggard, I helped him to put them on. Already his fingers were so stiff with cold that he couldn’t move them, but balancing on projections of rock on the steep slope, we struggled to save his hands and finally forced the big white mittens past his stiff thumbs and down over his wrists.


Bell’s fall had ended with him suspended over the edge of a ledge, below which the slope dropped away precipitously for thousands of feet. The weight of his pack pulled his head down, and he had lost it while trying to get right side up and back over the ledge. While Bell crouched down, working desperately to warm his hands under his parka, I left him, for Molenaar and I had seen a crumpled figure lying below a 30-foot cliff on a narrow shelf that seemed projecting over utter blankness below. It was Houston. Somehow a rope to him was snagged high above us, too. Climbing unsteadily but cautiously, for I was not roped and felt shaken by the fall, I worked my way down the steep rocks and across to the ledge. Houston was unconscious, but his eyes opened as I touched his shoulder. When he staggered to his feet, I felt relief it is impossible to describe.


“Where are we?” he asked. “What are we doing here?”


He was obviously hurt. His eyes did not focus and he appeared to be suffering from a concussion. Again and again I tried to persuade him to climb up the cliff, while Molenaar anchored the rope still attached to him from above. He didn’t understand. “Where are we?” he kept saying, for my replies did not convey any meaning to him in his confused state.


The wind and blowing snow were searing our faces. We were all near exhaustion and in danger of crippling frost-bite. If we were to survive, we had to get shelter at once, or we would be so numbed by exposure that we could not protect ourselves. What had happened in the Nanga Parbat storm which had taken so many men was a grim reminder. All of us working together did not now have strength enough to pull or carry Houston up the steep rock and snow to the ice ledge, 150 ft above, which we had called Camp VII.


“Charlie,” I said with the greatest intensity, remembering the names of his wife and daughter, and looking directly into his eyes, “if you ever want to see Dorcas and Penny again, climb up there right now!”


Somehow this demand penetrated to his brain, for with a frightened look and without a word, he turned and, belayed by Molenaar, fairly swarmed up the snowy rocks of the cliff. Instinct and years of climbing helped him now in his confused condition, for he climbed brilliantly up to Molenaar. I followed more slowly because, being fully conscious, I had a good deal of respect for this steep rock wall, and with great care I pulled myself up over the snow covered slabs. When I reached Molenaar, he was looking puzzled and very unhappy as he tried to answer Houston’s repeated question, “What are we doing here?”


When I reached Molenaar, I still did not know what had caused the near disaster or how all five of us who fell had been saved. Up above, through the murk of blinding snow, I caught glimpses of Art Gilkey, anchored where he had been before the fall, but now Bob Craig was near him. Tony Streather, in a direct line above me, seemed to be untangling himself from a confused snarl of nylon climbing ropes, one of which led down to me.


Much later I learned the sequence of events that had put us in this position and marvelled even more at our escape. When Bell fell, he pulled off Streather, who was hurled into the rope between Houston and me and became entangled with it. We were in turn knocked off by the impact, and all three of us – Streather, Houston and I – began tumbling in a blind, uncontrolled whirl toward the glacier far below. Nothing we could do could stop us now. But our time had not come. For Molenaar was standing below us on the slope, farther away from the sick man, and he had just tied one of the loose ropes from Art Gilkey about his waist. That circumstance saved us, for our wild fall sent us all into and across the rope from Gilkey to Molenaar, and somehow Streather fouled on to this rope too. But our impact had thrown Molenaar head-first down the slope, and we all bounded on unchecked until stopped by the tightening of the rope from Gilkey to Molenaar – a rope in which Streather was now completely tangled. Gilkey was not pulled loose, for he was anchored by Schoening, who stood on a rock ledge 60 feet above him, and the whole strain of the five falling men, plus Gilkey, was transmitted to Schoening, the youngest member of the party. Fortunately for us all, Schoening is an expert belayer, and his skill and quick thinking saved our lives. Later he told us how he did it.


By the time I returned to Molenaar and Houston, it was clear that through some miracle every climber was still able to move under his own power, but our exposure to the wind-driven snow was chilling us dangerously; we had to move fast to take shelter before we became too numb to set up a tent or became so crippled by frost-bite that we would never be able to continue the descent. Since Molenaar’s leg hurt and he didn’t feel like moving much, I took Charlie Houston’s rope and began climbing slowly up toward the ice ledge at Camp VII. I couldn’t hurry to save my life. Houston was obviously confused, but by instinct he climbed well and did what was asked. I hadn’t climbed far when Tony Streather threw me a rope-end, and then Bob Craig returned from anchoring Art Gilkey and he and Streather took over the task of escorting Houston to the ledge. Craig had not seen the fall, but had looked up suddenly and been horrified to see the slope bare except for Schoening and Gilkey and a solitary ice-axe with its pick end jabbed into the ice. At that moment a cloud of snow had blown across the ice, blotting out everything. When it cleared, Schoening, whose tight grip on the rope was freezing his hands, called to Craig to help him to anchor Gilkey. The sick man had not fallen, and he lay suspended against the ice as he had been at the time of the accident. He was probably the warmest of us all, but we could not continue to move him until the injured were cared for and we had more manpower to help get him across the slope.


When Craig reached him, Art handed over his ice-axe, which he had retained for use in the descent. To make a secure anchorage was not easy, and Craig, still exhausted from his struggle against the avalanche, was not secured by anyone while he did it, but he skilfully found firm snow and drove in Art’s ice-axe right up to the head. He told the sick man that we would return for him as soon as we had a tent up. Gilkey understood. Not until then, when Craig had an ice-axe firmly embedded, could Pete Schoening release his grip – which had held six men! – and begin to warm his freezing hands. Craig had not been involved in the accident, but all the rest of us owed our lives to Schoening’s skill, courage and technique.


Fortunately the tent had not been in one of the lost packs, but as I started to unroll it, the wind threatened to sweep it off the mountain. Craig and I were trying to wrestle the corners of the tent into position when Streather, who had now anchored Gilkey with a second ice-axe, joined us to help pin the flapping edges under loose rocks till we could get anchorage for the guy ropes. The slope was so steep that the outer third of the tent was off the ledge and overhanging, so that it was impossible to keep the wind from sucking under the tent and trying to tear it away.


We were fortunate that this was our smallest two-man tent, for it held the ledge better than a wider one. Actually, in Exeter before the expedition, we had thought it too small for two men and had almost failed to bring it. Pitching the tent was frustrating, for each time we would secure one corner, another corner would shudder loose. Finally we tied the front guy rope to a rock piton and lashed the inside corners as well as we could to projecting rocks. When Bob Craig later pounded in a Bernays ice-piton, we felt somewhat safer, though the nylon shroud line attached to it didn’t look too strong and the outer section of the tent bulged out over the slope. If someone inside forgot how precariously the tent was poised and leaned against the outer wall, we knew that the fabric would probably tear or the whole tent pull loose from the little ledge, and with everyone in it roll down the mountain into space.


The moment the tent was up, we moved Bell and Houston inside, where they would be under shelter and their weight would be useful in anchoring the tent. Molenaar at this point joined them to help take care of Houston, for Dee by now had lashed my loose pack together and carried it to the ledge. His left thigh hurt and he had a cracked rib.


While these men were trying to warm themselves in the tent, the rest of us began to hack out another platform in the ice for Schoening’s bivouac tent, which had previously been cached on the ledge as a safeguard for Streather and me on the day when we climbed from Camp VI to Camp VIII. This tent was meant for one person or in any emergency two, but if we could get it up, we meant to use it for three men to huddle inside.


At this moment Peter Schoening climbed down to us and declared laconically, “My hands are freezing.” He too crawled into the tent to try to save his hands. All of us were still too busy to find out how Schoening had held us, for it seemed as if we would never get a platform flat enough or wide enough to pitch the bivouac tent. All our strength and energy went into chipping out an ice platform, for we had to get shelter from the bitter blast for everyone; but when we did get an uneven floor carved out, the wind whipped the fabric violently. It was like working in the slipstream behind an airplane as it taxied across the snow, spraying stinging particles behind. Finally Pete crawled out to help us insert the poles and we fastened the tent insecurely to rocks and pitons near the shelf of ice. It, too, overhung in an alarming manner.


The moment the bivouac tent was up, three of us prepared to go back for Art Gilkey. He was only 150 ft away, but a low rib of rock hid from sight the ice gully where we had left him suspended from the two widely separated ice-axes, each firmly thrust into the snow. Gilkey had called to us a couple of times while we were desperately hacking at the slope to make a platform for the bivouac tents, but the severity of the storm and the position of the gully made it impossible to distinguish words. Gilkey sounded as if he were shouting encouragement, but the wind blurred his words, as it must have muffled our answering shouts to him. He knew that we were making a shelter and would come for him as soon as we could.


About ten minutes after Gilkey’s last shout, Streather, Craig and I roped up and began to cross the slope to reach the injured man and move him somehow to the ice ledge where we now had two small tents. We knew that moving him even this short distance would take every bit of strength we had left, and we roped together carefully and braced ourselves for the effort.


Schoening would have come with us, but as he emerged from the tent, he began a fit of coughing so long and painful that it doubled him up and made us urge him to crawl back into the tent. Pete had gulped in deep draughts of frigid air while climbing up to collect the fixed rope above Camp VII earlier in the day, and apparently the cold had somehow temporarily affected his lungs. He coughed until he seemed exhausted. At the moment we were particularly dismayed by Schoening’s near collapse, because he had always been strong and we were counting heavily on him to help in moving Gilkey and in getting the party down the mountain. We didn’t know at the moment what his trouble was or how serious it might be, and in great distress we started out into the wind to traverse the slope to Art Gilkey. Streather and I had had our snow glasses off most of the day, because snow had frozen over the lenses, turning them almost to blinders. Apparently we had developed a touch of snow blindness, because we now seemed to be seeing everything through a very light mist. This mist was hard to distinguish from blowing snow, and we seemed to be moving in a dream. Fortunately, the wind had dropped as we reached the rock rib and looked into the gully where Art had been left suspended. What we saw there I shall never forget. The whole slope was bare of life. Art Gilkey had gone!


Our sick comrade, who had called to us a few minutes before, had disappeared. Even the two ice-axes used to anchor him safely had been torn loose. The white, wind-swept ice against which he had been resting showed no sign that anyone had ever been there. It was as if the hand of God had swept him away.


The shock stunned us. Blowing snow stung our faces as we silently stared and stared, but the slope remained empty. Something about it had changed, however, for there seemed to be a groove on the lower part of the slope that had not been there before. A snow or ice avalanche must have swept the sick man away scant minutes before we came to get him. As Craig and I belayed Streather out on to the centre of the gully, he looked down past his cramponed feet to where the slope disappeared into the storm below. We called and shouted, but all of us knew that there would be no answer. Nobody could slide off that slope out of sight and remain alive. Dazed and incredulous, we turned and plodded back to the tents.




Triumph and Tragedy on the Matterhorn


Edward Whymper


A London wood-engraver, Whymper first went to the Alps as an illustrator for the publisher W. Longman. Once there, however, he determined to become a climber (he had no previous climbing experience) and ambitiously concentrated on untrodden Alpine peaks. The most prestigious of these was the Matterhorn at 4,477 m (14,782 ft) and from 1861 onwards Whymper made no less than seven attempts on the mountain until it finally succumbed to him in 1865 from the Swiss side.


Accompanying Whymper was Lord Francis Douglas and the guide Young Peter Taugwalder. Through chance meetings, the party had grown to include the guides Old Peter Taugwalder and Michel-Auguste Croz, together with the mountaineer Charles Hudson and his inexperienced companion Hadow. Whymper’s account of the climb, and its tragic denouement, begins with the party at 3,352 m (11,000 ft), preparing to make their summit bid.


 


We assembled together outside the tent before dawn on the morning of July 14th, and started directly it was light enough to move. Young Peter came on with us as a guide, and his brother returned to Zermatt. We followed the route which had been taken on the previous day, and in a few minutes turned the rib which had intercepted the view of the eastern face from our tent platform. The whole of this great slope was now revealed, rising for 3,000 ft like a huge natural staircase. Some parts were more, and others were less, easy; but we were not once brought to a halt by any serious impediment, for when an obstruction was met in front it could always be turned to the right or to the left. For the greater part of the way there was, indeed, no occasion for the rope, and sometimes Hudson led, sometimes myself. At 6.20 we had attained a height of 12,800 ft, and halted for half an hour; we then continued the ascent without a break until 9.55, when we stopped for fifty minutes, at a height of 14,000 ft. Twice we struck the NE ridge, and followed it for some little distance – to no advantage, for it was usually more rotten and steep, and always more difficult, than the face. Still, we kept near to it, lest stones perchance might fall.


We had now arrived at the foot of that part which, from the Riffelberg or from Zermatt, seems perpendicular or overhanging, and could no longer continue upon the eastern side. For a little distance we ascended by snow upon the arête – that is, the ridge – descending towards Zermatt, and then, by common consent, turned over to the right, or to the northern side. Before doing so, we made a change in the order of ascent. Croz went first, I followed, Hudson came third; Hadow and old Peter were last. “Now,” said Croz, as he led off, “now for something altogether different.” The work became difficult, and required caution. In some places there was little to hold, and it was desirable that those should be in front who were least likely to slip. The general slope of the mountain at this part was less than forty degrees, and snow had accumulated in, and had filled up, the interstices of the rock-face, leaving only occasional fragments projecting here and there. These were at times covered with a thin film of ice, produced from the melting and refreezing of the snow. It was the counterpart, on a small scale, of the upper 700 ft of the Pointe des Ecrins – only there was this material difference; the face of the Ecrins was about, or exceeded, an angle of fifty degrees, and the Matterhorn face was less than forty degrees. It was a place over which any fair mountaineer might pass in safety, and Mr Hudson ascended this part, and, as far as I know, the entire mountain, without having the slightest assistance rendered to him upon any occasion. Sometimes, after I had taken a hand from Croz, or received a pull, I turned to offer the same to Hudson; but he invariably declined, saying it was not necessary. Mr Hadow, however, was not accustomed to this kind of work, and required continual assistance. It is only fair to say that the difficulty which he found at this part arose simply and entirely from want of experience.


This solitary difficult part was of no great extent. We bore away over it at first, nearly horizontally, for a distance of about 400 ft; then ascended directly towards the summit for about 60 ft; and then doubled back to the ridge which descends towards Zermatt. A long stride round a rather awkward corner brought us to snow once more. The last doubt vanished! The Matterhorn was ours! Nothing but 200 ft of easy snow remained to be surmounted!


You must now carry your thoughts back to the seven Italians who started from Breil on the 11th of July. Four days had passed since their departure, and we were tormented with anxiety lest they should arrive on the top before us. All the way up we had talked of them, and many false alarms of “men on the summit” had been raised. The higher we rose, the more intense became the excitement. What if we should be beaten at the last moment? The slope eased off, at length we could be detached, and Croz and I, dashing away, ran a neck-and-neck race, which ended in a dead heat. At 1.40 p.m. the world was at our feet, and the Matterhorn was conquered. Hurrah! Not a footstep could be seen.


It was not yet certain that we had not been beaten. The summit of the Matterhorn was formed of a rudely level ridge, about 350 ft long, and the Italians might have been at its farther extremity. I hastened to the southern end, scanning the snow right and left eagerly. Hurrah! again; it was untrodden. “Where were the men?” I peered over the cliff, half doubting, half expectant. I saw them immediately – mere dots on the ridge, at an immense distance below. Up went my arms and my hat. “Croz! Croz! come here!” “Where are they, Monsieur?” “There, don’t you see them, down there?” “Ah! the coquins, they are low down.” “Croz, we must make those fellows hear us.” We yelled until we were hoarse. The Italians seemed to regard us – we could not be certain. “Croz, we must make them hear us; they shall hear us!” I seized a block of rock and hurled it down, and called upon my companion, in the name of friendship, to do the same. We drove our sticks in, and prised away the crags, and soon a torrent of stones poured down the cliffs. There was no mistake about it this time. The Italians turned and fled.


Still, I would that the leader of that party could have stood with us at that moment, for our victorious shouts conveyed to him the disappointment of the ambition of a lifetime. He was the man, of all those who attempted the ascent of the Matterhorn, who most deserved to be the first upon its summit. He was the first to doubt its inaccessibility, and he was the only man who persisted in believing that its ascent would be accomplished. It was the aim of his life to make the ascent from the side of Italy, for the honour of his native valley. For a time he had the game in his hands: he played it as he thought best; but he made a false move, and he lost it. Times have changed with Carrel. His supremacy is questioned in the Val Tournanche; new men have arisen; and he is no longer recognized as the chasseur above all others: though so long as he remains the man that he is today, it will not be easy to find his superior.


The others had arrived, so we went back to the northern end of the ridge. Croz now took the tent-pole, and planted it in the highest snow. “Yes,” we said, “there is the flag-staff, but where is the flag?” “Here it is,” he answered, pulling off his blouse and fixing it to the stick. It made a poor flag, and there was no wind to float it out, yet it was seen all around. They saw it at Zermatt – at the Riffel – in the Val Tournanche. At Breil, the watchers cried, “Victory is ours!” They raised “bravos” for Carrel, and “vivas” for Italy, and hastened to put themselves en fête. On the morrow they were undeceived. “All was changed; the explorers returned sad – cast down – disheartened – confounded – gloomy.” “It is true,” said the men. “We saw them ourselves – they hurled stones at us! The old traditions are true – there are spirits on the top of the Matterhorn!”


We returned to the southern end of the ridge to build a cairn, and then paid homage to the view. The day was one of those superlatively calm and clear ones which usually precede bad weather. The atmosphere was perfectly still, and free from all clouds or vapours. Mountains fifty – nay a hundred – miles off looked sharp and near. All their details – ridge and crag, snow and glacier – stood out with faultless definition. Pleasant thoughts of happy days in bygone years came up unbidden, as we recognized the old, familiar forms. All were revealed – not one of the principal peaks of the Alps was hidden. I see them clearly now – the great inner circles of giants, backed by the ranges, chains and massifs. First came the Dent Blanche, hoary and grand; the Gabelhorn and pointed Rothhorn; and then the peerless Weisshorn: the towering Mischalbelhörner, flanked by the Allaleinhorn, Strahlhorn and Rimpfischhorn; then Monte Rosa – with its many Spitzes – the Lyskamm and the Breithorn. Behind was the Bernese Oberland governed by the Finsteraarhorn, and then the Simplon and St Gothard groups; the Disgrazia and the Orteler. Towards the south we looked down to Chivasso on the plain of Piedmont, and far beyond. The Viso – one hundred miles away – seemed close upon us; the Maritime Alps – one hundred and thirty miles distant – were free from haze. Then came my first love – the Pelvoux; the Ecrins and the Meije; the clusters of the Graians; and lastly, in the west, gorgeous in the full sunlight, rose the monarch of all – Mont Blanc. Ten thousand feet beneath us were the green fields of Zermatt, dotted with chalets, from which blue smoke rose lazily. Eight thousand feet below, on the other side, were the pastures of Breil. There were black and gloomy forests, bright and cheerful meadows; bounding waterfalls and tranquil lakes; fertile lands and savage wastes; sunny plains and frigid plateaux. There were the most rugged forms, and the most graceful outlines – bold, perpendicular cliffs, and gentle, undulating slopes; rocky mountains and snowy mountains, sombre and solemn, or glittering and white, with walls – turrets – pinnacles – pyramids – domes – cones – and spires! There was every combination that the world can give, and every contrast that the heart could desire.


We remained on the summit for one hour:


“One crowded hour of glorious life.”


It passed away too quickly, and we began to prepare for the descent.


Hudson and I again consulted as to the best and safest arrangement of the party. We agreed that it would be best for Croz to go first, and Hadow second; Hudson, who was almost equal to a guide in sureness of foot, wished to be third; Lord F. Douglas was placed next, and old Peter, the strongest of the remainder, after him. I suggested to Hudson that we should attach a rope to the rocks on our arrival at the difficult bit, and hold it as we descended, as an additional protection. He approved the idea, but it was not definitely settled that it should be done. The party was being arranged in the above order whilst I was sketching the summit, and they had finished, and were waiting for me to be tied in line, when someone remembered that our names had not been left in a bottle. They requested me to write them down, and moved off while it was being done.


A few minutes afterwards I tied myself to young Peter, ran down after the others, and caught them just as they were commencing the descent of the difficult part. Great care was being taken. Only one man was moving at a time; when he was firmly planted the next advanced, and so on. They had not, however, attached the additional rope to rocks, and nothing was said about it. The suggestion was not made for my own sake, and I am not sure that it even occurred to me again. For some little distance we two followed the others, detached from them, and should have continued so had not Lord F. Douglas asked me, about 3 p.m., to tie on to old Peter, as he feared, he said, that Taugwalder would not be able to hold his ground if a slip occurred.


A few minutes later, a sharp-eyed lad ran into the Monte Rosa hotel, to Seller, saying that he had seen an avalanche fall from the summit of the Matterhorn on to the Matterhorngletscher. The boy was reproved for telling idle stories; he was right, nevertheless, and this was what he saw.


Michel Croz had laid aside his axe, and in order to give Mr Hadow greater security, was absolutely taking hold of his legs, and putting his feet, one by one, into their proper positions. As far as I know, no one was actually descending. I cannot speak with certainty, because the two leading men were partially hidden from my sight by an intervening mass of rock, but it is my belief, from the movements of their shoulders, that Croz, having done as I have said, was in the act of turning round to go down a step or two himself; at this moment Mr Hadow slipped, fell against him, and knocked him over. I heard one startled exclamation from Croz, then saw him and Mr Hadow flying downwards; in another moment Hudson was dragged from his steps, and Lord F. Douglas immediately after him. All this was the work of a moment. Immediately we heard Croz’s exclamation, old Peter and I planted ourselves as firmly as the rocks would permit: the rope was taut between us, and the jerk came on us both as on one man. We held; but the rope broke midway between Taugwalder and Lord Francis Douglas. For a few seconds we saw our unfortunate companions sliding downwards on their backs, and spreading out their hands, endeavouring to save themselves. They passed from our sight uninjured, disappeared one by one, and fell from precipice to precipice on to the Matterhorngletscher below, a distance of nearly 4,000 ft in height. From the moment the rope broke it was impossible to help them.


So perished our comrades! For the space of half an hour we remained on the spot without moving a single step. The two men, paralyzed by terror, cried like infants, and trembled in such a manner as to threaten us with the fate of the others. Old Peter rent the air with exclamations of “Chamounix! Oh, what will Chamounix say?” He meant, Who would believe that Croz could fall? The young man did nothing but scream or sob, “We are lost! we are lost!” Fixed between the two, I could neither move up nor down. I begged young Peter to descend, but he dared not. Unless he did, we could not advance. Old Peter became alive to the danger, and swelled the cry, “We are lost! we are lost!” The father’s fear was natural – he trembled for his son; the young man’s fear was cowardly – he thought of self alone. At last old Peter summoned up courage, and changed his position to a rock to which he could fix the rope; the young man then descended, and we all stood together. Immediately we did so, I asked for the rope which had given way, and found, to my surprise – indeed, to my horror – that it was the weakest of the three ropes. It was not brought, and should not have been employed, for the purpose for which it was used. It was old rope, and, compared with the others, was feeble. It was intended as a reserve, in case we had to leave much rope behind, attached to rocks. I saw at once that a serious question was involved, and made him give me the end. It had broken in midair, and it did not appear to have sustained previous injury.


For more than two hours afterwards I thought almost every moment that the next would be my last; for the Taugwalders, utterly unnerved, were not only incapable of giving assistance, but were in such a state that a slip might have been expected from them at any moment. After a time we were able to do that which should have been done at first, and fixed ropes to firm rocks, in addition to being tied together. These ropes were cut from time to time, and were left behind. Even with this assurance the men were sometimes afraid to proceed, and several times old Peter turned with ashy face and faltering limbs, and said, with terrible emphasis, “I cannot!”


About 6 p.m. we arrived at the snow upon the ridge descending towards Zermatt, and all peril was over.




The Storm


Herbert Tichy


Tichy led the successful 1954 Austrian assault on Cho Oyu, an 8201 m (26,913 ft) peak in East Nepal. Success was preceded by near disaster, however, when Tichy was forced down the mountain by a hurricane.


 


It was not a comfortable evening, but you could not expect better at that altitude. No cause for worry. Once I was inside the tent I could not bring myself to creep out again and photograph Camp IV. Tomorrow, I decided, on our return from the summit. Then the two tents would be seen from above standing out like dark pearls against the white snow; the Nangpa La glacier, the grey mountain-ranges of Tibet and the evening sky would form the background.


Sleeplessness, the great problem at these heights, is a cause of bodily and nervous fatigue. If you take sleeping-pills there is the danger of falling asleep in the early morning just when you need all your energy. Lowe, the New Zealander, had that experience on Everest.


I was lucky. As I lay in my sleeping bag side by side with Pasang I felt the fatigue of the day overcoming me and had scarcely time to notice how at this altitude breathing is not automatic but a conscious effort. On many a night much lower down I had got up with a feeling of suffocation and fought for breath because I had forgotten in my sleep to breathe consciously as one does for a medical examination. I heard Pasang breathing regularly; probably he was already asleep.


I felt protected and safe in spite of the utter solitude of our bivouac and although I was perhaps sleeping at a point higher and more remote from the world than any other man alive. I had Pasang with me, and Adjiba, and Ang Nyima. I tried to explain to myself the intimacy and warmth of my feeling for them, but weariness carried my thoughts away as the current of a river floats the drift-wood away from its banks. The day was over; I fell asleep.


I did not dream that night, but waking was a nightmare and I clung to the hope that it was actually a bad dream. The sound of Pasang groaning convinced me that it was real. The side of the tent was being pressed down on my face by some invisible force, preventing me from breathing, and an uproar of rattling, whistling and screaming filled the air. It took me half a minute to realize what had occurred.


The wind had become a hurricane and had torn our tents from their moorings; the tent pegs had snapped. I put out my hand and felt for Pasang, who was groaning, in his sleep perhaps, or perhaps from a presentiment of disaster to come. Stare as I might, no chink of light was to be seen. It was still night.


There was no actual cause for anxiety. We two and our rucksacks were heavy enough to hold the tent down. We should not be blown away. I edged over to the outer side to deprive the wind of purchase, and after making a free space for my mouth fell into a doze. No, there was no cause for anxiety. Often a storm at night was followed by a clear, still day.


By the time daylight glimmered through the canvas, the wind had increased in violence. I can’t say whether I had slept in the interval or lain awake, but it was now day and I had to come to some decision. I couldn’t lie on in a twilight state between sleeping and waking, between life and death; that would be too easy.


The sun penetrated the yellow fabric. It seemed to promise life and warmth, in strange contrast to the icy hurricane which threatened to hurl us down the mountainside.


I nudged Pasang again.


“Wait? Go down?” he asked.


I didn’t know which. I didn’t even know whether it was morning or evening, whether we had passed a long day in our wretched tents, or whether the sun had just risen and we still had the day to endure.


“We’ll see,” I added.


We crept out from under the tent. It was not easy, for the wind kept the canvas tight down on us like a fisherman’s net and hugged us. As soon as I was out I was surprised to see the sun in the east, and about two hours up. So the day was not behind us and we could not indulge in any illusion that the time for decision had passed by. If we had had the night in front of us we could have settled down to wait in resignation.


There was not a cloud in the sky. But we could not always see the sky; it was hidden by thick flurries of snow. A hurricane of a force I had never experienced scourged the snow-covered mountainside, and Helmut, who took observations from lower down with his instruments, estimated its speed at about eighty miles an hour. The temperature was thirty to thirty-five degrees below zero. The most horrible part of it was the cloudless blue sky.


I crouched down beside Pasang in the snow. We could not stand up. The wind would have thrown us down or lifted us from the ground.


The other tent was also wrecked. The huddled bodies of Ang Nyima and Adjiba were moulded by the flattened canvas. We gave them a prod. They were still alive and crept out to join us.


The four of us cowered together beside the flattened tents and stared into the vortex. We could only speak in shouts.


“Never known a storm like this,” Pasang shouted. “All die.”


He repeated it again and again.


I agreed with him. We should all die.


Adjiba and Ang Nyima said nothing. They sat huddled and dumb, their faces a bluish grey, marked by death – no, dead already. Their dark eyes were fixed on mine, asking no questions, hinting no reproach. They were gates to another world, at whose frontier we had now arrived.


I experienced a strange split in my ego.


Like Pasang and Adjiba and Ang Nyima, I was a poor wretch, tortured by cold and the fear of death, whose only comfort in face of the final and utter solitude was derived from the presence of my three companions. And at the same time the other part of me looked down without the least emotion, almost with irony, on the four of us. My fate was not at all terrible to this second me. “You’ve always played fast and loose a bit with this possibility; you can’t complain if it has come true. But how can you answer to yourself for the death-stricken faces of these three Sherpas?”


This split personality persisted throughout the events that followed; one part acted instinctively and suffered in the flesh, and the other followed events without feeling or pity, merely as a critical observer, coldly making his own comments upon them.


We were still huddling together, overwhelmed by the violence of nature and incapable of coming to any decision, when suddenly the wind lifted the other tent and threatened to blow it right away. I threw myself on it without thinking and held it down, my body on the tent, my hands in the snow. I had had my mittens stripped off in creeping out of our own tent, but that did not matter very much as I had put my hands in my warm trouser pockets inside an outer windproof smock. While we sat cowering together, I never thought of my hands; they were well off compared with the rest of my shuddering body.


Now they were in contact with the snow, and in the next two or three minutes this is what happened:


The tent was rescued. The Sherpas salvaged it. But I felt a burning sensation in my hands. The pain got worse and throbbed through my whole body.


Probably their warmth melted the snow when they first touched it. The icy hurricane seized on and sucked at the moisture, a hurricane of eighty miles an hour at a temperature of thirty-five degrees below zero, and the circulation of the blood at that altitude is sluggish.


The pain got worse and worse. I chafed my hands, and beat them against my sides; it did not stop the pain. I thought of creeping into my tent, but it lay like a sail, flat on the snow. I got into a panic, as if I had been on fire – and actually the injuries caused by frost and fire are similar – and started shouting.


The Sherpas, who had been busy so far salvaging the tent, rushed up, and as soon as they realised my disaster, Pasang and Ang Nyima undid their trousers and my hands felt a little warmth between their thighs. It was the only place in our half-frozen bodies where any warmth lingered. Pasang knew that. Meanwhile, Adjiba was hunting under my tent for my mittens.


My watching, critical self showed up again. I saw it all before my eyes as a picture, Pasang and Ang Nyima with their backs pressed against the wind, and myself kneeling crucified between them, my hands outstretched and hidden within the remnants of warmth which might still be my salvation. My animal self relished these few seconds of warmth and shelter, but that other self thought: “What a subject for Kubin to paint! ‘The Crucifixion’ or ‘Journey’s End’.”


I tried to think of a good title for this macabre scene, then went on inconsequently to wonder where Kubin lived now. Was he still at Linz, among those misty, sombre Danube landscapes which inspired his paintings?


Then my animal, life-loving self returned. Adjiba brought my mittens; I seized them. My hands were white and swollen. I felt they were done for, but we were not done for yet.


Panic returned.


“If we mean to live,” I yelled, “we must go down, not sit here.”


The Sherpas’ grey death-masks did not come alive, but the three men acted promptly.


Values had altered. A wrap was worth more than a Rolleiflex. We snatched up any aid to warmth among the equipment and left everything else behind. The tents stayed where they were. The storm might destroy them completely or perhaps we might be able to recover them later, but now our lives were all we thought of.


I don’t mean to suggest that it was my panic-stricken initiative that got us down. Our retreat was not the reward of my efforts or my fright, but the work of the three Sherpas. All the same, I feel that my will played the decisive part.


The Sherpas, owing perhaps to their religious faith or to their almost animal links with the earth, do not, as we do, regard death as the dark gateway to unknown dread. They die more simply and more harmoniously, and if I had said to Pasang, “There’s no way down. We must die where we are,” we should have stayed in Camp IV – for ever.


Yet it was nothing I did; it was just that un-asiatic tincture in my blood which made me shout: “We must get down unless we mean to die here.”


The Sherpas took the brunt of the journey down. Their resource and energy returned as soon as the decision was made. We anchored the tents and left them where they were. It was not a retreat, but a rout.


My hands were useless. Pasang had to strap on my crampons for me, then we roped up and began the descent. I recall very little of the strenuous hours which ended in Camp III. I can only remember the violence of the storm, which drove us on over the snow, and the sight of the Sherpas throwing themselves down and creeping like cats when a sudden gust caught us. I could feel the throbbing agony in my hands and the wind cutting my face like a knife. I could see the clouds of driven snow, which showed us how vain our hopes and efforts were. It was hard going.


But I also remember the feeling of security and friendship. We were four on a rope, and I felt sure that all or none would get down. It was not conceivable that the strongest of us would unrope and leave the rest to their fate; it was equally inconceivable that we should abandon the weakest because he hindered the rest. Anything of the sort would have made nonsense of the life we led.


Perhaps memory idealises, but I doubt it. The rope was not just a rope to be tied and untied as desired. It was too strong a bond to be severed lightly.


As we got down the storm abated, but by now the Sherpas too had their finger-tips frost-bitten. When we reached the perpendicular step in the ice-fall we let each other down on the rope to Camp III, where we found Sepp.


He had got back his form and climbed up to Camp III, from where he had tried for several hours to come to our rescue, but he was blown again and again off the steps of the ice-fall. Once the wind carried him a hundred and seventy feet through the air and he landed in soft snow not far from a sheer drop.


He looked ghastly. His face was aged and furrowed, and ice and snow clung to his beard.


Later I asked him, when we were looking over our photographs, why he had not taken some shots of us then. He could have got some striking pictures.


“I didn’t like to,” he said. “You looked so frightful. Pasang was crying and talking about dying all the time.”


I remember nothing of all that. I only remember how glad I was to see Sepp, and how it dawned on me for the first time that we had failed.


I showed him my hands. They were like tuberous growths by now.


“They’re finished and the summit’s finished.”


The flight was resumed, Camp III vacated. The rope was no longer needed, we were at home on the ridge now, and at this height the storm was endurable. We had given death the slip. But the pain in my hands pulsated through my whole body. I knew my life was saved; I was sure my hands were done for.


Down to Camp II. I tottered down the ridge which we had ascended a few days before feeling so confident of success. Glorious, no doubt, to have been on such terms with death. But sad to be a cripple, I thought, as I tottered on.


Camp II. Late afternoon by now. Helmut was there. Although not yet well and although it was his job to organize the “lift”, he had come up through the storm with the presentiment that we might need his help. He was not a doctor of medicine, but he was able to give me the first injection to stimulate my circulation.


Tents were not yet put up. I sat among the rocks in the wind and bared my arm. Pasang held me in his arms with motherly solicitude while Helmut gave the injection.


Flight was still our one thought. We wanted to get away from the mountain which had handled us so cruelly, down to Camp I, where we should be less exposed to the storm, but I was too weak and could go no farther. I was afraid of the long screes. I was tired and only wanted to forget.


Two tents were set up and four of us stayed there for the night, Sepp and I in one, Gyalsen and Da Nurbu in the other. All the rest went on down.


I was lying down when Pasang came to say goodbye. He was going to take my hand when he saw my hands, so he bent over me instead and kissed my cheek. I felt like a corpse to whom he was bidding farewell.


Never could I have dared to believe that we should kiss each other again two weeks later, again with tears in our eyes, tears not of pain this time but of happiness because we stood together on the summit.


But that night at Camp II I had no hope whatever. All I had was the ever-recurrent certainty that my hands were done for and the peak lost.


I was as helpless as a babe and Sepp looked after me with tender care. The same thoughts went round and round in my head like a never-resting wheel; again I asked the question mankind has always asked: Why had it to be? Why could the weather not have held up one day longer? Why had the wind to blow with that destructive fury? Where and when had I committed the crowning mistake? But no, the assault had been properly organized and there had not been any mistake. Where then was the hidden blight? Was it that arrogant self-confidence of the evening before? Or could we be so cruelly punished for no reason?


Despite the frost-bite injury to his fingers, Tichy summitted Cho Oyu just two weeks later. He was accompanied by J. Jochter and Pasang Dawa Lama.




The Death Zone


Walter Bonatti


Walter Bonatti was an Italian alpinist, and his 1955 solo ascent of the South-West Pillar of Petit Dru was one of the outstanding achievements of European postwar climbing. Five years later, on the Central Pillar of Mont Blanc, Bonatti was involved in one of its greatest tragedies . . .


 


We climbed quickly and reached the base of the last pinnacle about noon instead of two o’clock as we had expected. We had noticed mist trailing overhead, but it had not worried us overmuch considering the altitude we had now reached; we hoped to be able to reach the summit before any brewing storm should break. However the storm caught us just as Mazeaud and Kohlman were beginning to climb the last pinnacle. We had only about 150 ft of overhanging monolith to climb to complete our climb on the Pillar and to reach the ridge which led to the summit of Mont Blanc.


We all gathered together on the few ledges there were. The snowstorm was now raging furiously; it was thundering and the lightning flashed around us. The air was saturated with electricity and the gusts of wind blew powdered snow into our faces, blinding us. We were at a height of nearly 15,000 ft on the Pillar, the lightning-conductor of Mont Blanc. We three Italians were squatting on a little ledge; the Frenchmen were in two groups. Then, without warning, Kohlman’s face was grazed by a flash of lightning. He was blinded by the flash but Mazeaud with a leap caught hold of him and managed to support him. For some minutes Kohlman was almost paralyzed. We looked for the coramine and Mazeaud made him gulp some down. At last the Frenchman recovered and we were able to settle down.


At this moment, with the storm raging, we were as follows: I was on one narrow ledge, with Oggioni and Gallieni; Vielle, Mazeaud and Guillaume were on another ledge beside us while Kohlman was by himself on a third and slightly larger one farther down to give him a chance of stretching out. It was perhaps here that his psychological tragedy began, though we did not know it at the time.


The summit of Mont Blanc was not more than twelve hours’ climb away from us. Beyond the summit, after we had conquered the Pillar, the Vallot hut was waiting, a sure shelter; after that, it was an easy descent to Chamonix. A break in the clouds for half a day would have been enough for us to achieve this, but in fact we never reached the summit.


It began to grow darker. The storm was more and more violent. We shut ourselves into our little tent and could judge the strength of the storm only by the intensity of the thunderclaps. Sometimes our spirits rose when we thought them to be very far off, sometimes we lost heart when we thought them close to us. The lightning flashes blinded us even through the opaque tent. We were there, alive, yet unable to do anything against the furious outpouring of the elements. Around us, secured to the same pitons that supported us in space, hung all our equipment for the climb: pitons, crampons and ice-axes; better bait for the lightning could not be imagined. We would have liked to throw them away, but how could we either ascend or descend without them? No one spoke; everyone was wrapped up in his own thoughts.


Just as we were thinking for the nth time that we were at the mercy of fate, we felt as if some force wanted to tear off our legs. We had all been grazed by the lightning. We yelled wildly. But we were alive, though now we knew that the storm could reduce us all to ashes at any time it chose. We called to one another to find out if everyone was still all right. Then there was a terrifying lull, which we knew heralded a last concentration of electricity which would inevitably break loose around us.


A few moments later a shock, similar to the one we had already experienced, but even more violent, nearly threw us off the face. Amid the commotion and shouts I could hear one voice clearly. I heard: “We must get away!” I don’t know if it was Oggioni or Gallieni. The words were born of despair and mirrored our state of mind. I thought that we were lost and I believe that we all thought the same. I relived my whole life and in my mind’s eye saw all those dear faces and places which I should certainly never see again. Though by now resigned to my fate, I felt sorry that during my life I had not been able to do all the things I had intended. These are sensations which last only for seconds, yet they are clear and seem incredibly long.


Miraculously, however, the storm seemed to be dying away in the distance. Now we could only hear the drumming of the frozen snow on the rubberised cloth which covered us. We remained inert and apathetic; we did not even look outside the tent, for outside it was already dark. No one spoke. We did not eat. We were indifferent to everything. The snow which was falling though it was a very serious matter for us, almost gave us a sense of relief. We had been saved from the lightning and were still alive. I had never before been on such a face in such a storm: there was no skill and no technique which could have saved us.


Our complete immobility and the long stay in the tent had stifled us. We tore away a piece of the cloth and breathed avidly. Our tent was now buried in the snow, and the warmth of our bodies had created inside it watery drops which were transformed, by the sudden changes in temperature, now into water and now into ice crystals. I did not want to look at my watch, so as not to be disappointed by the slow passage of time. We did not speak to one another. All that could be heard were moans due sometimes to the discomfort of our positions, sometimes to the cold and sometimes to the feeling of suffocation which tortured us. We knew nothing about the Frenchmen, but we could often hear similar noises from them.


The night passed and a milky radiance heralded Wednesday’s dawn. Only then did we emerge from the tent and were amazed at the amount of snow which had fallen during the night. The Frenchmen beside us were quite buried in it. Kohlman, on the wider ledge, was already standing up and looked like a dark blotch against the incandescent horizon, which seemed to announce a splendid day. We were overcome by a feeling of joy; the enormous quantity of fallen snow and the terrible frost were harbingers of good weather. Soon all of us were out of the tent, ready to begin the last stretch. I took a few snaps and we dismantled the little tent. But just as we were packing it up we found ourselves – I still do not know where those mists could have come from – again enveloped in the snowstorm. The very strong wind made the fresh snow whirl around us; we could not tell if it were snowing or whether this was the work of the wind.


We once more took refuge in our tent and the Frenchmen did the same. This time we went farther down, to Kohlman’s ledge, which was larger and where the three of us – Oggioni, Gallieni and myself – could be a little more comfortable. Kohlman climbed up a few feet to where we had passed the night. He took his own bivouac equipment with him, a down sleeping-bag covered with plastic cloth, which wrapped him like a mummy. We belayed ourselves to pitons and settled down to wait.


During a short break a little earlier I had noticed that the snow had fallen even at a low altitude. We could scarcely believe that after snowing so long, the storm could come back once more. The Frenchmen asked me what I intended to do. I replied that we would wait, always in the hope of being able to get to the summit, the shortest way to safety. We were not short of provisions or equipment and could stay where we were. At this time of year the bad weather could not last very much longer and the idea of so dangerous and complicated a descent in the midst of a snowstorm terrified us, since we could reach the summit in less than half a day.


Mazeaud and his companions were belayed to a piton about twenty feet above me. Kohlman was alongside them. Mazeaud, who had a certain leadership over his companions, exchanged a few words with me and proposed that we two should set out together as soon as a break in the weather made it possible. Our job would be to fix pitons and ropes up the last 250 ft of overhang, so that our five companions could come up after us. We agreed on this, but the break never came. We ate a little ham, some roast meat and jam, but we could not drink anything because the storm made it impossible to light a fire to make tea with melted snow.


It went on snowing, hour after monotonous hour. Amid the thoughts which jostled one another in my mind, I tried to remember other occasions, similar to this, when I had been trapped in the mountains by bad weather. I remembered that snowstorms had never lasted more than a day or two. So I said to myself: “One day has gone already. The snowstorm cannot last more than another twenty-four hours. It is only a question of lasting out one day longer and then we shall be able to start.”


To remain in this very uncomfortable position squashed one against the other in a space which could hardly hold a single person, became more and more intolerable. We could not turn our heads, we could not lie on our sides and the constant slope made it seem that our spines would crack. In such conditions it is easy to fall prey to irritability. There were moments when we would have liked to tear off our covering, but woe to us had we done so! Oggioni, Gallieni and I talked; we talked of everything; memories, plans, hopes, friendships, happy and unhappy reminiscences, just to kill time and to keep ourselves occupied.


Oggioni said to me: “Do you remember when we said in Peru: Will the day ever come when we shall be together on the Pillar?” He said it sarcastically, since at that time we thought that everything on our home mountains would be easier. Yet now we were in conditions similar to those we had found on the Rondoy, when we had had to master that peak in the midst of a snowstorm and had been without shelter for two days and two nights. Gallieni was our vitamin man; he gave us pills, especially of vitamins C and A, to make up for our lack of food. He gave them to the Frenchmen by a primitive sort of pulley which we had made out of ropes and added some of our provisions. The Frenchmen were a little short of food.


The problem of passing water then arose. It was not possible to go out of the tent. I suggested to Gallieni that he should sacrifice his plastic cap and we each used it in turn. It was a terrifying experience; we had to make all sorts of contortions and hold fast to one another not to fall over. The whole operation took half an hour; our legs were hanging in space and our clothes hampered us.


It was now Wednesday evening. It was snowing harder than ever. I asked Gallieni, who was near the edge: “Where’s the wind blowing from?” “Still from the west,” he said. That meant a snowstorm. Mazeaud, full of vitality and initiative, shouted to me: “As soon as it gets better, you and I ought to go. If you think it would be better to start towards the left, then we will certainly go that way.” Oggioni, who did not know French, asked me what Mazeaud had been saying and I explained. He agreed but asked: “Do you think it possible to get out by way of the summit even in this weather?” He knew that I could find the way down from the summit whatever the weather, as I had already done it several times before. I said: yes, but that we should have to stay where we were another night, since in my heart I felt almost certain that the snowstorm would end next day.


Our breath in the tent was transformed into watery vapour and we were wet through. I thought with terror about what might happen when the hard frost which always precedes good weather came and hoped I would be able to bear it. We would have to spend an hour or so warming ourselves in the sun before making the last assault. We could not sleep. Night came upon us almost unawares. We were all on edge. Gallieni began to speak of his young children. My thoughts were ten thousand feet farther down, with my loved ones, in the intimacy of my home. Oggioni talked of Portofino. He had never been there and said: “We mountaineers are really unlucky . . . with all the lovely things there are in the world, we get caught up in this sort of thing . . .” Gallieni said: “And to think that I have a cosy home in Milano Marittima and such a nice beach: you can jump into the warm water and don’t even have to take the trouble to swim, it’s so shallow . . . You can walk for miles and miles Oggioni hid his apprehension with jokes. To look at, he was the calmest of the lot of us. I was sure that he, other than myself, was the only one to be fully aware that our plight was desperate.


The night between Wednesday and Thursday passed. In the fore-noon Mazeaud came into our tent, because the plastic cloth over the Frenchmen’s sleeping-bags had split under the gusts of wind. We managed to arrange ourselves after a thousand contortions and so passed the day. We tried to keep up our spirits, telling ourselves that the next day – Friday – would be fine, but we were not greatly convinced. In my inmost self I was already considering which would be the safest manner of retreating down the way we had come; in my opinion it was now impossible to reach the summit of the Pillar. I did not mention this to my companions so as not to discourage them.


Mazeaud told me about the south-west pillar of the Petit Dru which he had made the previous week. We spoke of our pleasure at getting to know one another and in sharing this adventure. We promised to meet again one day at Courmayeur or Chamonix and to talk over today’s experiences. Our thirst was intense and we had to quench it by eating snow. We made pellets of snow and kept gnawing at them. We thought longingly of a tap at home which would give us all the water we wanted at a turn. It was paradoxical that in the midst of so much snow we should have a burning thirst. The frozen snow made our mouths burn and very sore.


Thursday passed and night came. During the long hours of darkness Oggioni and I, who were farthest from the edge, suffered particularly from lack of air. To him alone I confided my intention of descending at all costs. He agreed, but was terrified at the idea. Thursday night also passed. We had to set the alarm for half-past three. When I heard it ringing I shouted to everyone: “We must go down at all costs. We cannot stay here any longer, otherwise it will be too late and we will not have the strength.”


When dawn began to break on the Friday morning the storm had been ranging incessantly for more than sixty hours. Mist and snow merged into an impenetrable curtain. We dismantled everything and left a certain amount of our equipment behind. I was without an ice-axe which one of my companions had let fall by mistake on the first day. We began the descent by double rope. We had decided that I must lead, preparing the rappels. Behind me came all the others: Mazeaud, whose task was to help anyone who needed it, then the others and finally Oggioni who, strong in his experience, would be last man and recover the ropes.


At exactly six I lowered myself into the grey and stormy void almost blindly, without knowing where I was going. I felt as if I were in a stormy sea. The snow flurries gave me a feeling of dizziness. I had to watch every detail and try to recognize every fold of the rock to find out where I was. The manoeuvre took a long time and waiting for the ropes and pitons to come down from above in order to make the next rappel took even longer. Sometimes we were all bunched together, belayed to a piton, four or five of us hanging in space. About half-way down the Pillar I was unable to find a place to stop when the double rope came to an end. With some difficulty because of the snow flurries I managed to make myself understood. I needed another rope to attach to the one I was holding on to. There were no holds; the snow had packed tight even under the overhangs. I tied the two ropes together with my bare hands and continued my descent into space. There was now a 400-ft rope down which I was sliding like a spider.


It was now no longer possible to talk with any of the others. I was completely suspended, looking for a hold which I could not find. I was worried, partly because I did not know where I could halt in my descent, partly because an enormous overhang cut off all possibility of communicating with my companions who, higher up, were waiting for my signal. At last, after some acrobatic swings in space, I managed to land on an outcrop of rock. I shouted repeatedly through the storm, hoping that my companions would understand that they could begin their descent. At one moment I saw the rope ascending and thought that one of them was on it and had begun to descend. Then, suddenly, the rope slipped away from me and disappeared from sight. I was left there, on an outcrop, secured by a cord to a piton, in the heart of the Pillar, without any means of continuing my descent and wondering if my companions would be able to find me or would descend in some other direction. I went on shouting at the top of my voice, hoping to be heard, so that, if nothing else, they could tell me where they were. Several moments of anxiety passed. At last a dark patch appeared near me; it was Mazeaud who had realised where I was and had come to join me.


Our rappels continued with the same rhythm. We were getting closer to the foot of the Pillar. We were frozen and soaked through. Then, hearing the dull thuds of some snowfalls, I realized that we had reached the base of the Pillar. But by now it was late in the afternoon and all we could do that night was to prepare a camp on the Col de Peuterey, which forms the base of the Pillar. We set foot on the level but the snow was extraordinarily deep; sometimes we sank into it up to our chests. I made Mazeaud take the lead for a bit, followed by all the others. I stayed where I was to give the direction. At one time the group seemed to have foundered in a very deep snowdrift. I joined them and then took the lead again, setting out by instinct towards the spot I thought suitable for a camp. Though I could not see it, it was imprinted on my mind. Behind me was Oggioni with whom I discussed whether it would be better to chance the protection which a crevasse could give us rather than build an igloo, since the snow was unstable. This was not so important for us who had our tent as for the four Frenchmen who hadn’t one. We decided on the crevasse and told the Frenchmen, who accepted our advice.


We made arrangements for our camp before the night between Friday and Saturday fell. We had been making rappels for twelve hours. Kohlman seemed the most exhausted of all of us. We put him in our tent. With what was left of a butane gas cylinder Guillaume prepared some hot tea and gave it to him. The cold was atrocious. The wind was blowing continually and made the snow whirl around us. That was the worst night of all. We divided what was left of the provisions; prunes, chocolate, sugar and a little meat, now frozen. Oggioni refused the meat, preferring the sweetstuffs. All the others, however, nibbled at it. Kohlman showed me his fingers; they were livid. I thought it a good idea to massage them with cooking alcohol, of which we still had plenty. I passed him the alcohol flask, but he put it to his mouth and began to gulp it down. It was a most ill-advised action, but I thought he must have mistaken it for drinking alcohol. I took the flask away from him, but not before he had swallowed a couple of gulps. Were we already on the brink of madness?


It was pitch dark. We were in an inferno. Everyone was moaning and shivering with cold. The wind howled and the snow fell more and more heavily. Every now and then we would shake the snow off the tent, otherwise it would have smothered us. I tried to light the spirit-stove but had to give up for lack of air and, as in the last few days, we had to eat snow to quench our thirst. We were desperate, but no one said a word. Finally Oggioni said to me: “Let’s make a vow: if we get out of this safely, let us forget that the Pillar even exists.” I said, “Yes.”


The night passed slowly and despairingly. At the same time as on the day before, at half-past three, at the sound of my little alarm, we rose from our uncomfortable resting-place. We wanted to save time and to get out of that terrifying situation which seemed as if it would never come to an end. The night had added another eighteen inches of snow to what had been there before. We set out in the midst of the storm. We all seemed to have endured that terrible camp well enough. Now I no longer had to take counsel with my companions; they left everything to me and I felt the heavy responsibility of a guide who must bring everyone back safely by the only possible route, the very dangerous Roches Gruber. We had to get to the Gamba before evening, otherwise it would be all over for all of us.


Before starting, Robert Guillaume gave Kohlman a coramine injection. Meanwhile, I, followed by Oggioni and Gallieni, began to clear a burrow through the very deep snow in the direction of the route chosen for our descent. We were now on a single rope in this order: Bonatti, Oggioni, Gallieni, Mazeaud, Kohlman, Vielle and Guillaume. The face which precedes the Roches Gruber was heavily laden with fresh snow which might avalanche at any moment. I told my companions to hurry up and join me and to get into shelter so that I could hold on to a rope if an avalanche should catch me while I was cutting the channel which would lead us to the Roches Gruber. I managed to do so and called to the others to pass, one by one, but when it came to Vielle’s turn he could not do it. He kept falling and rising again, with every sign of exhaustion. Guillaume was beside him and encouraged him. He took Vielle’s rucksack which he had thrown away on the slope, but Vielle seemed deaf to all our appeals which became rougher and rougher.


Meanwhile I went on to prepare the first of a very long series of rappels down the Roches Gruber. The sky had cleared for a moment, but the fine spell only lasted a short time. I could hear my companions inciting Vielle who had still not got across the couloir. I shouted to them to hurry up and begin the descent if we didn’t want to die up there. I was the farthest down and was waiting for Kohlman who had followed me. Half an hour passed. Not understanding the delay, I again went up the rope for a few feet to see what was happening. Gallieni told me that Vielle was exhausted, that he was unable to cross the couloir by himself. He asked me if it would be possible to slide him along the snow to lighten the fatigue of walking. I agreed and told him to act quickly, adding that at this pace not only would we not get to the Gamba hut, but we would not even get down the Roches Gruber.


I went down again and rejoined Kohlman. I gathered from the excited voices of my companions that they were putting their plan into effect. I went on waiting for one of them to lower himself to me. Another half hour passed and not only did no one come down to join me, but their voices began little by little to die away. I didn’t know what to do. Must every rappel take as long as this? Once again I shinned up the rope a few feet, far enough to be able to see my companions. I asked them: “Why don’t you come down?” A voice, possibly Gallieni’s, followed by that of Mazeaud, told me: “Vielle is dying!” I was petrified. I could see before me the little group of friends gathered around Vielle’s body, which looked like a dark, inert bundle on the white snow. He was belayed to the rock and wrapped in our tent-cover to prevent the crows from getting at him.


I went back to Kohlman without telling him anything. Several more minutes, perhaps twenty, passed; now I knew it was all over with Vielle. There were no more voices to be heard, only the sound of the wind. It had begun to snow again. This agony unbroken by any human word was terrible. I went up the rope again and saw my companions busy securing to a piton Vielle’s body and Gallieni’s rucksack, full of superfluous things. There were no laments. It was then ten o’clock. I went back again to Kohlman and told him to hold fast. Then Mazeaud arrived, who told him in broken phrases what had happened. Kohlman was deeply affected, and wept.


We continued the rappel. Taking advantage of a moment when all six of us were hanging on the same piton, I advised the greatest possible speed if we did not want to share Vielle’s fate. Oggioni, as always, was my right-hand man and took the rear. Like Mazeaud, Guillaume and myself, he was carrying a full rucksack. Mazeaud, the strongest and the acknowledged leader of the Frenchmen, had the job of keeping the others up to the mark.


Not quite an hour had passed when we heard voices. I was the farthest down the rope at the time and I thought they must be the voices of my companions above me. Soon, however, I was convinced that someone was searching for us on the glacier below. I shouted back and asked my companions to shout all together, so that they could hear us. From the cries which came from below I understood that they wanted to tell me something, but the gusts of wind prevented me from understanding. For my part, I was quite certain that down there they would not be able to understand what I was shouting, which was: where were they and could they hear us. We went on in better spirits. When we reached the end of the Roches Gruber; about half-past three, I calculated that from the morning before, when we had begun the descent, we had made at least fifty rappels.


A brief break in the storm allowed us to see the whole surface of the chaotic Freney glacier. What a lot of snow had fallen! There were no furrows in the snow, which meant that no rescue party had passed that way. Where had the voices come from? We could see no one and fell into a mood of the blackest despair. Perhaps it was all over for all of us. We had been sure that the voices had come from the foot of the Roches Gruber and that had given us strength to overcome the terrible difficulties and dangers of that exceedingly difficult passage. We were, however, alone at the foot of the rocks and we still had before us many unforeseeable dangers on our way to the Gamba hut.


The slow and exhausting descent of the glacier began. We refused to accept our bad luck. The snow was still very deep. Not even in winter climbs could I recall having met with so much. We left behind us not a trail but a burrow. Fortunately the mists were beginning to rise and visibility gradually improved. That made it possible for us to enter safely the labyrinth of crevasses which led to the Col de l’Innominata, the last serious difficulty on our way to safety. But the deep snow so slowed down our advances, that we despaired of being able to reach the base of the col while there was still daylight.


I felt faint with fatigue, physical suffering and cold, but refused to give up.


Our file grew longer. Oggioni was stumbling every few steps, at the end of his tether. He was without a rucksack, which he had handed over to Gallieni. Sometimes he was last man, sometimes last but one. We groped our way on to the glacier in complete disorder, drunk with fatigue. We were roped together, but each went his own way without heeding anything. I realized that in such conditions it would be very hard for us to reach the foot of the Col de l’Innominata in daylight. Gallieni, behind me, seemed the least exhausted. I decided to unrope myself and him in order to go ahead as quickly as we could and prepare the couloir of the Innominata, otherwise our companions would no longer be able to climb it. This task would have to be completed by nightfall.


Our companions followed in our tracks. Meanwhile I attacked the terrible ice which had encrusted the Col de l’Innominata. Guillaume had remained behind. Within half an hour it would be dark and we were still struggling to reach the col. Now we were again all roped together; myself, Gallieni, Oggioni, Mazeaud and Kohlman. Our only hope was to reach the rescue parties while we still had a little strength left. They alone might be able to save those left behind. It was pitch dark when I reached the Col de l’Innominata. It was Saturday evening, after nine o’clock, and we had been out for six days. The powdery snow driven by the wind had begun again and in the west we could see the flashes of an approaching thunderstorm. There was nowhere to fix a piton to anchor the rope which supported my four companions and I had to hold it on my shoulders. I urged them to hurry. But the operation was very long and desperate. Orders mingled with cries of pain and desperation. Behind Gallieni, Oggioni seemed unable to grip the rock. Gallieni tried to help him in every way he could, supported in his turn by the rope which I held on my shoulders. The two Frenchmen down at the end of the rope were shouting and raving.


It was chaos. Three hours passed and we were still at the same point. I could not move. Every so often there were tugs at the rope which nearly pulled me into space. The pain of the rope and the cold made me feel faint. But if I collapsed it meant the end for everyone. In all those three hours Oggioni had not been able to move. All encouragement was in vain. Now and then he would reply with a wail; he seemed to be in a sort of trance. He was attached by a karabiner to a piton, and would have to free himself from it to give us a chance of hauling him up. But he hadn’t the strength and he was so exhausted that perhaps he was incapable of thinking. I would have liked to go down to him but that was impossible since I had to keep the rope, which was holding him as well as Gallieni, firmly on my shoulders. At last, not being able to do anything else, Gallieni made sure that Oggioni was firmly fixed to the piton, undid the rope that bound him to Oggioni and the Frenchmen and came up to join me and was thus able to carry on rapidly towards the rescue parties. Oggioni remained roped to the strong Mazeaud, to whom I shouted to wait and look after the others who would soon be rescued.


While we were doing this we saw Kohlman fumbling his way along the rope in the darkness on the ice-covered face. He was unroped. He came towards us and passed Mazeaud, Oggioni and Gallieni with an energy born of desperation which bordered on madness. Gallieni, guessing his state, managed to grasp him and tie him to the rope. Soon all three of us reached the col. Kohlman told us he was hungry and thirsty and then went on: “Where is the Gamba hut?” He was completely out of his senses, but we could not abandon him.


We roped him between us. Gallieni was the first to begin the descent, followed by Kohlman who seemed to have forgotten all the rules of prudence. The slope was very difficult, steep and covered with ice. For the first 150 ft we let ourselves slide along a fixed rope evidently left there by the rescue parties searching for two Swiss on the Pointe Gugliermina. Then we went on as best we could. But Kohlman became more and more dangerous. He let himself slide on his back, hanging on to the rope and without using his crampons. At the end of the rope he continued to hang there and I had to support him, which made it impossible for me to catch up with him. When at last the rope became lighter, after he had found some sort of foothold, an unexpected tug told me he had again broken away and exposed us all to the risk of falling.
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