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              Come hither, you that walk along the way;




              See how the pilgrims fare that go astray:




              They catched are in an entangled net,




              ’Cause they good counsel lightly did forget:




              ’Tis true they rescued were; but yet, you see,




              They’re scourged to boot. Let this your caution be.




              John Bunyan
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  Introduction




  

     

  




  This selection of mountain rescue epics is probably the most comprehensive ever produced under one cover. It spans the years when serious attempts were being made on unclimbed peaks and walls, when equipment design wasn’t keeping pace with climbers’ aspirations for ever harder and more dangerous routes. I have drawn on two of my earlier books, High Drama and The Price of Adventure, as an historical framework for they contain irreplaceable stories and many of the writers are no longer with us. Also I have added new chapters to plug gaps and to give a wider coverage; some illustrate the quantum leap in the evacuation of the injured.




  These true rescue tales come from all corners of the globe. They substantiate the axiom that there’s nothing stranger than truth. It is on the great expanses of the sea, polar regions and the mountains that you find this truth, especially when the odds are stacked up against you. It is also true that accidents often originate from poor organisation and lack of experience. However, nature can muscle in with its arsenal of bad weather and hazards which can shatter the best laid plans of even the best prepared. The most safety-conscious mountaineer can find himself caught in a rogue avalanche, a rockfall which seems to have descended from heaven or a sudden blizzard which shifts one into slow motion mode – the premed to a lingering death.




  Some say those hitching a ride on this adrenalin roller-coaster get what they deserve; that’s the price! However dicing with death isn’t necessarily the goal of the addicts of verticality. The quest for adventure and the experience only found in high places and wide spaces lurks in our genes and it has been so since man first ventured from the security of his cave.




  I have spent most of my life mountaineering and rescuing. This has had a spin-off in providing contacts with fellow rescuers internationally; from them has come this understated collection of events which otherwise may have been lost to posterity; rescuers are not vociferous about their exploits.




  There’s inherent danger in many outdoor sports, but if you have a combination of space beneath your boots, high altitude and bad weather, in conjunction with even a simple stumble, you were in the wrong place at the wrong time.




  Even a minor injury in severe conditions can be compounded by such factors; multiply this by the trauma of evacuation, then the consequences can be catastrophic. As shown in the following pages some rescues can be measured in days, not hours.




  Let’s take an example which occurred, not on a Himalayan summit but on a hill walk, on a low heather-clad mountain on the fringe of Loch Etive.




  A Dutchman, Antinias Peters, known as Ton, had been a dozen times to Scotland. On this visit he chose Beinn nan Aighenan for his summer hike, an innocent hill walk in an idyllic West Highland setting. He was fit, a veteran of twenty marathons. As he was looking down a gully he inadvertently stood on a clump of overhanging heather to get a better view and crash . . . he plunged into the rocky defile, still with his rucksack on, landing with a thud on the bouldery bed of the steep mountain torrent. It was obvious to him that his leg was either broken or badly injured, but he crawled to the edge of the channel and realised that in his present condition it would be impossible to climb out.




  He gulped down some Panadol tablets he had in his first aid kit and resolved to stay where he was until his leg was sufficiently healed for him to move. As a mathematician he logically allocated his miniscule supply of food into various day lots and commenced to write up his soggy diary.




  But next day monsoon-like rain triggered a flash flood which carried him down over several rocky pitches. At the bottom of these he managed to crawl about five metres in four hours to try and get out of the defile, but he was still in danger.




  Twenty-four hours later he was again swept down the gully, this time getting his injured leg jammed behind a submerged tree. His only hope was to extricate himself and attempt to climb a short rock wall which was both vertical and smooth.




  Since his initial fall he had been swept down over 300 metres. His remaining food was now lost, leaving him with only some cold tea in a flask and an abundance of fresh water. Somehow he managed to scale that rock wall and gasped like a landed fish on top. From here he could see the floor of Glen Kinglass. Down this isolated glen runs a dirt track leading to an away-from-it-all hunting lodge. For six hours he called for help. Amazingly his calls were heard not by two men from a deer stalking party far below, but by the wife of one of them beyond, some distance down the slope. She assumed that it was her husband shouting. It was only when the three stalkers returned to Glen Kinglass Lodge, which they had hired for hunting, that she asked her husband why he had been making that frightful din. When he denied this, they put it down to the bleating of a sheep.




  Next morning by the grace of God, Tim Healy, a gamekeeper employed to take the guests stalking, heard calls high on the hillside, from the very lip of the final impressive waterfall which free falls from Beinn nan Aighenan. He mentioned this to his companion, Alasdair Loder. They took out their telescopes – an essential appendage of all stalkers – and spotted Ton waving his anorak from the edge of the waterfall. The ordeal was over, a search and rescue helicopter was scrambled from HMS Gannet in Ayrshire and within an hour Ton was winched to safety.




  Mountain rescue facilities vary. In some countries a slick instant pick-you-off-the-mountain service is in operation. In more out of the way mountain ranges it’s often the old back-breaking trudge it’s always been. Generally, the facility is free, with no cost to the victim, but insurance schemes are available offering more comprehensive cover for that disastrous mountain holiday.




  The type of helicopter varies to the specific rescue requirement, some dictated perhaps by a joint military obligation, where the aircraft is primarily deployed for marine or ambulance work. For lofty mountain regions, helicopters with a high operational ceiling are a must.




  Rescue teams are usually volunteers, but some are made up of professional mountain guides, instructors, military or park rangers. Usually the police are involved in varying degrees, for there’s inevitable form-filling for both the living and the dead. All these rescue disciplines are synchronised to the common cause; locating, stabilising and evacuating the injured, or the dead. With this in mind they work closely as a unit, from the helicopter crew to team members and the search and rescue dog.




  You may ask why they risk their lives for someone who, perhaps through an act of folly, gets injured or even killed. Well, the rescuers are usually climbers and may themselves have been rescued in the past – they are all aware that a twist of fate can trip even the most wary.
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        abseil


      



      	

        

          descending a rock face by sliding down a rope


        


      

    




    

      	

        alpine-style


      



      	

        

          climbing at high altitude in one continuous push in the mountain without making intermediate camps


        


      

    




    

      	

        arête


      



      	

        

          a rock or snow ridge


        


      

    




    

      	

        belay


      



      	

        

          a method of safeguarding a climbing partner by tying oneself to a firm anchor from which one can pay out or take in the rope


        


      

    




    

      	

        bergschrund


      



      	

        

          the gap between a glacier and the upper face of a mountain


        


      

    




    

      	

        brèche


      



      	

        

          a gap in a ridge


        


      

    




    

      	

        cornice


      



      	

        

          a mass of snow overhanging the edge of a ridge


        


      

    




    

      	

        crampons


      



      	

        

          steel spiked frames fitted to boots for better grip on ice


        


      

    




    

      	

        crevasse


      



      	

        

          a crack in the glacier ice


        


      

    




    

      	

        dièdre


      



      	

        

          a corner feature in a rock wall


        


      

    




    

      	

        étrier


      



      	

        

          portable loop ladder used as a climbing aid


        


      

    




    

      	

        gendarme


      



      	

        

          a rock pinnacle protruding from a ridge


        


      

    




    

      	

        grades


      



      	

        

          systems of stating the degree of difficulty of a climb; the earliest UK examples included V Diff (Very Difficult) and VS (Very Severe).


        


      

    




    

      	

        jumar clamp


      



      	

        

          a friction device to aid climbers ascending fixed ropes


        


      

    




    

      	

        karabiners


      



      	

        

          metal snaplinks used to attach a rope to an anchor


        


      

    




    

      	

        layback


      



      	

        

          a strenuous crack-climbing technique


        


      

    




    

      	

        litter


      



      	

        

          stretcher (USA)


        


      

    




    

      	

        névé


      



      	

        

          snow ice


        


      

    




    

      	

        piton


      



      	

        

          a metal peg hammered into a rock crack to support a belay


        


      

    




    

      	

        prusiking


      



      	

        

          ascending a rope with the aid of prusic knots and foot loops


        


      

    




    

      	

        rappel


      



      	

        

          another name for abseil


        


      

    




    

      	

        rimaye


      



      	

        

          the gap between snow ice and a rock face


        


      

    




    

      	

        sérac


      



      	

        

          unstable ice pinnacle


        


      

    




    

      	

        sling


      



      	

        

          a loop of rope or tape used for belays or in abseiling


        


      

    




    

      	

        strop


      



      	

        

          nylon loop used for lifting a casualty in helicopter winching


        


      

    




    

      	

        voie normale


      



      	

        

          the most regularly climbed, usually easiest, route on a mountain


        


      

    


  




  




  

     

  




  Rescue on the Droites




  Blaise Agresti and Jamie Andrew




  

     

  




  This is a sad tale, a story of two climbers at the height of their abilities, brought to a halt by the fickleness of fate. They had done nothing wrong, the difficult climb was well within their climbing experience; they were well equipped; the weather was fine. But nature always has the last say, it has that final card which can represent thumbs up in the elation of achievement or thumbs down with a terrible finality.




  It is also a tale of the PGHM, a dedicated rescue group, the high mountain police of Chamonix. They went far beyond the boundaries of duty and risked their own lives in what is possibly the most remarkable helicopter rescue ever conducted in the Alps.




  The history of mountain rescue goes back a long way in this region, in fact to 1786, and though they didn’t have helicopters in those days, the motivation was just the same, the saving of human life – it’s an old instinct.




  The account of this incident from 1999 is told by the survivor, Jamie Andrew, and the rescue controller, Blaise Agresti. It’s a moving story of the rescuer and the rescued and I think a lesson to us all in humility.




  Blaise Agresti




  “He’s alive! I saw him making a hand signal.”




  Immediately, these words created a stir on the helipad at Les Bois. In a few minutes we gathered in a back room to escape the media throng and prying cameras. Philippe Pouts went on, “I saw one of them alive, that’s definite, he gave us a hand signal. They are still at the Brèche des Droites!”




  Around the table each person weighed the importance of this news. For two nights, we had been unable to get near the place where the two British climbers had been stuck since Tuesday, and now it was Sunday. Five nights out in the storm at 4,000 metres, trapped by a northerly wind blowing at more than 100 kilometres an hour. Even the strongest alpinists could not have resisted conditions like these. The pair had set out seven days before to climb the famous North Face of the Droites by the Corneau-Davaille route, an extremely difficult ice route. Jamie Andrew and Jamie Fisher were two experienced climbers, accustomed to serious routes, and, despite their youth, had climbed all over the world.




  On Wednesday we had been alerted by the families who were concerned that the two were overdue. In Chamonix weather conditions were deplorable, snow and wind creating zero visibility. At the first clearance, on Friday, an attempt was made without success to assess the situation, but the wind was still too strong. Trousselier had been winched to within just a few metres of the climbers, but the helicopter couldn’t be stabilised in order to position him to carry out the rescue. All the same, he was able to see that one of the climbers was still alive. On Saturday the north wind was even stronger, nearly 150 kilometres an hour. The temperature was around –15°C in the valley, while at 4,000 metres, we knew that it was not possible to survive for long. In the morning Daniel Poujol had made several reconnaissances to let the climbers and their families know that we were not abandoning them, although we were convinced that we could do nothing useful that day. On one of the flights, Daniel suggested taking me for a look. Right from take-off, the helicopter was buffeted by the storm and we climbed very quickly towards the summit of the Aiguille Verte but then were unable to make any headway against the wind, despite the skill of the pilot. Below us, vortices of spindrift swirled above the ridge which leads along to the Grande Rocheuse, the Col Armand Charlet and the summit of the Droites. The aircraft was thrown around like a nutshell by this wind coming straight from the northern Steppes. I hung on as best I could to the seats of the pilot and the mechanic. Returning to the helipad was difficult, but we finally got down unharmed. The consensus is clear: today we can do nothing.




  Jamie Andrew




  The storm-tossed helicopter, pitching and rolling on a sea of turbulence, is forced to pull out one more time. Swinging crazily at the end of the winch line, the blue-uniformed rescuer, whose outstretched hand we could for a moment almost touch, is jerked suddenly upwards, dangerously close to the rocks that flank the narrow brèche and then away to the open sky above the glacier. Then the curtain of clouds, which parted so recently, closes again around man and helicopter, objects of our salvation, and they are gone.




  The show is over. We are alone on the mountain once more, left to suffer yet another night on this hopeless ledge of ice, scooped in desperation from the snowy crest of a knife-edge ridge, and Jamie Fisher and I begin to despair. It’s Friday afternoon now. We’ve been stuck here since Tuesday, on the mountain since Sunday, and now it looks like we might never get down from this godforsaken spot.




  We arrived in Chamonix on Saturday to find the resort enjoying a rare spell of settled winter weather – the sky was blue, the Chamonix Aiguilles sparkled in the sun, and the forecast was for more of the same. We had planned a week of skiing and snowboarding with the large group of friends, but it was too good a chance to miss and Jamie and I quickly decided to put skis and snowboards aside and go for a speedy ascent of the North Face of Les Droites. There would be time for fun on the pistes later in the week. So we hurriedly prepared our kit and on Sunday afternoon we took the last ’frique up to the Grands-Montets station and bivvied there till early the next morning, before crossing the Argentière Glacier to the foot of the vast sheer face that rises for over 1,000 metres to the serrated summit ridge of Les Droites.




  It was another beautiful day, the climbing was great, and we made good progress up the face, knowing the route was well within our capabilities. We have been close friends for many years and climb well together as a team – strong and efficient. We hoped to complete the route and be back down in the valley by Wednesday evening. But the winter days are short and we had to move fast to keep to our schedule. By nightfall we were about halfway up the face. We managed to dig out a couple of small ledges to sleep on and passed the night in relative comfort, considering the situation.




  Tuesday morning once again dawned fine and we set to work at first light. Things were going well and we were at least three-quarters of the way up the face when out of nowhere snow began to fall. Before long clouds were rolling over the ridge above us and the snowfall had grown into a blizzard. We didn’t panic however and kept on climbing, despite the snow which swept over us in waves of suffocating spindrift and piled onto our shoulders and rucksacks. But it was slow and dangerous climbing in those conditions and it was well after dark when we finally reached the Brèche des Droites, the narrow notch in the summit ridge from where the descent down the other side begins.




  It was too late now, and the weather too ferocious to continue, so we dug in as best we could and spent the rest of the night shivering in our bags and praying for better weather. But in the morning the weather was if anything worse and we didn’t debate long before deciding to continue to wait.




  And now, three days later, we’re still here, still waiting. The storm has raged and raged and there has never been a chance of making a descent. The food is long gone, water only a memory. We are fatigued with cold and stiffened with inactivity. Rescue has become our only hope. But that hope too has now been dashed. The Siberian wind rifles through our exposed stance and we huddle together and wait.




  Blaise Agresti




  In the afternoon I met the families of the two climbers, along with Anne Sauvy, the mountain writer, and her husband, John Wilkinson. I explained to them that we held out little hope. I drew a diagram on the board in the PGHM meeting room explaining the position of the two men and the difficulties which we were having in rescuing them. The press were also beginning to take an interest in the story of this rescue, drawing parallels with the tragedy of Vincendon and Henry forty-two years before.




  However, today, Sunday, against all expectations, after a further night, one of the climbers is still alive.




  At the helipad, amongst the helicopters, the faces are grim, each knowing that the two Jamies could not much longer survive the glacial cold of this month of January 1999. In the hut which is our shelter on the long days of duty Daniel Poujol, the pilot, was telling how he was thrown around in his machine, an Alouette III, in the turbulence on the Droites ridge during the reconnaissance. The day before, the impossible had been attempted, but nature had been too strong: the north wind, fast-flowing and bitter, forbade any rescue attempts. All the same, Daniel had agreed to take off to “have a look”, despite the high risk involved.




  This morning the rescuers who flew up know that life is hanging by a thread and depends on the speed of our action. Despite the emotional pressure engendered by the reconnaissance, we have to think about our preparations, weigh the risks, analyse the situation and choose an option. We must resist the temptation to act hastily, we must get the team to work safely. Each member puts forward plans, suggests an idea, then another, the older ones thinking of other, similar rescues, and step by step a scenario is worked out together.




  The Alouette is not powerful enough for a rescue such as this and we have to call on Pascal Brun, a private pilot who owns a Lama, a very powerful helicopter which is particularly suited to high-altitude rescue missions. Pascal prefers to use his second pilot, Corrado Truchet, who is both an experienced pilot and a mountain guide. The only problem is that he has gone for the weekend to Courmayeur in the Val d’Aoste on the other side of Mont Blanc. Daniel Poujol suggests going to fetch him in the Alouette III in order to save time. The Alouette takes off straight away and Corrado is soon among us to finish our preparations. Now we have the best possible team for a successful rescue and we go over the plan a final time: the rescuers will be put down as close as possible to the climbers, by a strop carried below the helicopter on a rope, which will avoid the need for the helicopter to come too close to the mountainside where it would be more subject to the effects of turbulence. As well as the Lama, we decide to use the Alouette III in order to share the load-carrying and avoid delays: the Lama will evacuate the climbers from the Brèche des Droites to the Grands-Montets ski area, from where the Alouette will take them to hospital.




  As soon as the methodology is decided, everyone sets about their preparations, the Lama soon lands and the strop is fitted, the rescuers check their sacks, put on their crampons, last adjustments, last looks around, the show is on the road, it is time. The characteristic whine of the turbines fills the air, the blades begin to turn, on the tarmac of the helipad everyone protects themselves against the rotor downwash and soon the helicopters claw their way off the ground and fly away towards the Brèche des Droites, 3,000 metres higher, behind the Drus and the Verte. The noise fades, in a few moments calm returns, the commotion of the preparations gives way to a tranquil silence. Now the operation is under way, faces are serious and ears tuned to the crackling of the radio which will bring us news of developments. Up on the Droites ridge, Iglesis Alain, experienced rescuer, devoted alpinist, is moving precisely, methodically. Put down a few cable lengths from the climbers, on an airy pinnacle, Julio, as he’s known to his friends, sets up an abseil and goes down to the brèche.




  Jamie Andrew




  Saturday morning and we’ve survived the night. But the new day brings us little in the way of hope. The sky is blue this morning but the north wind is stronger than ever and great plumes of spindrift stream from the mountain peaks like vapour trails. There will be no helicopters flying today.




  We wait. We talk, share our thoughts, share our warmth. But the energy is failing now. We can’t hold out much longer. The hours drag by and finally daylight leaves us once again to the savage night.




  Sometime in the night the battle for survival is lost. Comprehension evaporates into the darkness and confusion reigns. Jamie is shouting at me but I can’t understand him. My fingers are frozen like pieces of meat. One of the bivvy bags disappears into the night. Finally Jamie stops shouting. He is lying face down in the snow now. I sit beside him, face into the wind, and wait for the end to come.




  But death doesn’t come and I wait and wait, staring straight ahead into the cold darkness. And the next thing I see is not death, but sunlight, touching the summits of the mountains all around, lighting them up like candles, and a small flame of life is rekindled deep within me. Then when the helicopter comes, swoops overhead with thundering blades, I manage to stir enough to raise an arm, wave my hand, rigid and lifeless as stone.




  I watch with curious dispassion as a man is set down on the ridge above. He sets up a rope, struggling in the strong wind and abseils down into the brèche to join Jamie and me on the ledge which we have shared for so long.




  Blaise Agresti




  Iglesis’ heart sinks when he sees the porcelain-white face of Jamie Fisher wrapped in a bivouac bag which is flapping in the wind. Beside him, the face of Jamie Andrew, still full of life, looks at him imploringly. Without delay, he takes a thermos of tea from his sack and gets him to drink a few mouthfuls. The first drops to warm his bones. Simple gestures, few words. The helicopter is ready for the evacuation, there is no time to lose. Iglesis Alain takes Jamie in his arms and clips him on to the cable which is hanging fifty metres below the helicopter. In seconds Jamie is snatched from the Droites, from the Calvary which he has lived with his companion. Life will continue, life must continue.




  We are in the Alouette III a few dozen metres away when the Lama lifts its precious load and begins the descent to the Grands-Montets. We see behind us a private helicopter turning above the Droites and quickly realise that it is a TV crew intent on having exclusive pictures of the rescue. We tell them to get out of the way. The Lama continues down to the Grands-Montets ski area. It is a beautiful day and there are many skiers out on the pistes who aren’t thinking about what the helicopter passing over their heads may be carrying. The contrast is poignant.




  With Philippe Pouts and Jerome Morrachioli, we receive Jamie Andrew at the intermediate helipad at the Grands-Montets, which has rapidly been prepared by a piste machine. With our poor English, we say a few words of comfort to him. While putting him in the stretcher, we touch his legs, hard as wood up to the knee, frozen. The hands also are concrete. We exchange looks of horror. Daniel’s Alouette III comes to pick him up in order to take him to the hospital with Jerome, the doctor: he will live, it is written in the annals of fate. The Lama has already left to get the other Jamie.




  In a sky of deep blue we soon see the Lama coming back with a body hanging below it, his arms crossed, crucified in his youth for his love of the mountains. We receive him in silence, and once more the Alouette returns to take him to the hospital. At the helipad, when Julio is brought back by the Lama, we feel a profound relief. The rescue is over. When he is put down by the Lama on the helipad, tears roll down Julio’s cheeks, his eyes misted.




  The rescue was a particularly intense experience, but it is nothing in comparison to all the emotion undergone by the families, to the life that goes on. Jamie Fisher leaves parents devastated by the death of their son, while Jamie Andrew is going to have to learn to live without his legs and hands, to rebuild his life in another way and to find the strength to overcome this terrible handicap. His alpinist’s wings have been clipped, but he will be able to show us with his courage that one can travel one’s road without these precious assets.




  The rescue operation is over, the press are at the helipad at Les Bois, desperate for information and details. The deadlines for the afternoon papers are in a few minutes and we have to relate the conduct of the rescue as succinctly as possible, feed them what they want so that finally we can regain some peace. After a few interviews the mob is satisfied and disperses from the helipad in various directions. We are at last by ourselves, some sort out equipment, others talk about the rescue, life resumes its course and other rescues await us.




  However, this exemplary operation did not come to fruition by chance, it woke in me the need to understand, the need to explain this extraordinary profession. I look into history to find the deep meaning of our action. I need to go over the origins of this mountain rescue mission in order better to understand it today. Some people have drawn the parallel between the rescue of the two Jamies on the Droites with other stories in the past, thus showing the continuity of our effort. We are only here thanks to the work, commitment, courage and sometimes the sacrifice of our predecessors, those who opened the road to a professional rescue service. This is a heritage which we owe it to ourselves to pass on to our successors.




  Jamie Andrew




  For Jamie Fisher, tragically, the rescue came only hours too late. For me it arrived at the very last moment, snatching me from the jaws of death. When Julio reached the brèche, forced hot tea between my lips and helped me into the rescue harness, I revived sufficiently to be aware of what was happening. I could see that the helicopter was unable to hover over the brèche and wondered for a moment how I was to be attached to the winch line. Seconds later the aircraft made a pass straight overhead, trailing the winch line beneath it. Julio deftly caught the hook as it swung past, and in one action clipped it into my harness. A moment later, before I had time to prepare myself for what was about to happen, I was jerked bodily into space and was spinning high in the air, the pristine white glacier far below. The last thing I saw as I was borne swiftly away was Julio in his blue uniform crouching over the slumped form of Jamie – my best friend, dead.




  Many considered the operation on Les Droites to have been a failure. One of the climbers was dead, the other as good as dead, losing his hands and feet, a fate unthinkable to a mountaineer. But the rescue was far from being a failure. To the PGHM I owe my life and that is the most precious thing that any of us have, far more important than hands and feet, which I have learned to live without. And I know that if Jamie Fisher had survived and I hadn’t, he would have grasped the second chance with just the same enthusiasm. So with every day that passes I am thankful for the success of my rescue from Les Droites.




  




  

     

  




  The Venomous One




  Hamish MacInnes, Reup Brooks,


  Noel Williams, Steve Hayward




  

     

  




  Ben Nevis is the highest mountain in the British Isles, though only a mere 1,344 metres above that finger of the Atlantic, Loch Linnhe. However, if you consider the weather pattern at this latitude and its exposure to storms, then it can become a formidable opponent, especially for the ill-prepared.




  This is a tale of a father and son pursuing their passion for the hills and observing the rules, who were caught up in events beyond their control which will haunt them for the rest of their lives. It illustrates the determination of individuals to get out of a situation under their own steam, until they were overwhelmed by obstacles in their way. It is also a tribute to rescuers who put the evacuation of both the living and dead above their personal safety.




  There are few mountains in Scotland which have the same fatal attraction as Ben Nevis; possibly because it is the highest mountain in Britain. Everything, probably including the proverbial kitchen sink (certainly a piano), has been dragged to the whale-back summit in the name of charity. Platform heels and the ubiquitous carrier bag in lieu of a rucksack are often the artificial aids of the intrepid peak-bagger. Various forms of transport have been used to convey the adventurous to the top, one of the earliest being a motorcycle, but probably the best known vehicular ascent was that by Henry Alexander in a Model T Ford in 1911. He repeated the feat in 1928, driving the car from Edinburgh for the ascent!




  The whale analogy for Ben Nevis is not that far out, especially in winter when the Ben, viewed from the south, resembles Captain Ahab’s big white adversary. The Ben is not a friendly mountain and the interpretation of the name may come from a Gaelic compound word, Beinn-neamh-bhatais. The neamh refers to cloud or heaven and bhatais, the top of the head, a name describing a peak with its head in the clouds, not unlike the Maori name for Mount Cook, Aorangi, the Cloud-Piercer. Certainly, on a stunning spring day on the summit, one could imagine being transported to even loftier heights. However, another interpretation of the name is “venomous” or “malicious”, appropriate for a mountain buffeted by the full fury of Atlantic storms in whose track it lies.




  The first recorded ascent was in 1771 by one James Robertson, a botanist who was collecting specimens for Edinburgh University Museum. The poet John Keats gained the summit in 1888 and, diverting into the realms of meteorology, there wrote a sonnet on the all familiar scene:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Read me a lesson, Muse, and speak it loud




              Upon the top of Nevis, blind in mist!




              I look into the Chasms and a Shroud




              Vapourous doth hide them; just so much I wist




              Mankind doth know of hell: I look o’erhead,




              And there is a sullen mist; even so much




              Mankind can tell of heaven . . .


            




            

               

            


          


        


      


    


  




  It is the north-east face of the Ben that attracts mountaineers and generations of them have trudged to the mighty cliffs through the boot-topping squelch of the Allt a’ Mhuillinn glen for over a century. These great cliffs are the most impressive in Britain but it’s in winter they come into their own. North-East Buttress and Tower Ridge are enormous flying buttresses which prop up the 1,000-foot high precipices of this lofty leviathan. There is also a host of smaller ridges and faces and a profusion of gullies in the wings. On its right flank is Carn Dearg which offers some of the best rock climbing in the country.




  Getting to know the Ben is like a protracted relationship. Eventually you become intimate with its gullies and buttresses which are as complex as a computer motherboard. In winter it can offer pristine white cover, persuading you into thinking that no human has ever stepped on it before. These winter gullies and faces were the birthplace of modern ice climbing and devotees come from all over the world to pay homage with the ascent of its classic routes. But the quick-change weather ensures that for many a given climb on your personal tick-off list is more often than not re-scheduled for next time round. One has to be patient to winter climb on this great north-east face; a straightforward route, especially in winter, can transform chameleon-like with a passing snow cloud.




  An early weather man, Clement Wragg, was a motive force behind the establishment of an observatory on the summit in 1883. Later there was even a summit hotel whose guest book prompted the now popular entry: “Missed the view, viewed the mist.” Wragg’s tenacity in daily walking and climbing the fourteen miles to the summit from Fort William, regardless of weather, earned him the title of Inclement Wragg.




  Few people, unless they dabble in particle physics, know that the idea of the cloud chamber was first conceived by Charles Wilson who spent two weeks in September 1894 working as a student at the summit Observatory. Later he was awarded the Nobel Prize.




  The Observatory was a relatively short-lived experiment which suffered several narrow escapes from the elements. In June 1895 a shocked occupant recorded: “a blinding flash of lightning illuminated the Observatory, followed instantly by a terrific crash. Bluish spurts of flame and a cloud of smoke burst from the telegraph instrument and the cook, who was sitting in the office at the time, was pitched on his back and rendered unconscious.” The cook survived – though slightly overdone – but the telegraph apparatus was wrecked, “melted beyond recognition”. During the operation of the Observatory the annual rainfall averaged 160.69 inches, with 1898 holding the record – twenty feet!




  Chucking away litter isn’t just a modern Scottish trait. They did it on Ben Nevis, using Gardyloo Gully as a skip. This elegant chute takes it name from an early Edinburgh custom of throwing the contents of chamber pots out of bedroom windows onto the street below with the accompanying call of Gardez l’eau! In its skip chute capacity Gardyloo Gully played a role in the final demise of Britain’s highest building. Two tough gentlemen, who will remain anonymous, spent several months, including their Army demobilisation leave at the end of the Second World War, stripping the Observatory roof of its lead. This they neatly rolled up like high density Swiss rolls and launched them down the hard spring snow of the gully. Then after weeks of back-breaking work carrying them to Fort William under cover of darkness, they borrowed a truck and drove to the yard of a heavy metal dealer in Glasgow. The postwar boom had inflated the price of lead, but ironically on that precise day the bottom fell out of the lead market – they barely recouped their expenses. There must be a moral here.




  The ascent of the great natural features of the Ben elicited the attention of the pioneers at the tail end of the nineteenth century. The brothers J.E. and B. Hopkinson succeeded in making the first ascent of the North-East Buttress in September 1882. Not to be outdone by the Hopkinsons, the indomitable Norman Collie, with Solly and Collier, two other redoubtable cragsmen, climbed Tower Ridge in the winter of 1894. Even today this snow and ice climb is considered a three star outing using modern gear.




  In the year 1861 William Henry Burroughes of the renowned billiard table makers, Burroughes & Watts of London, together with a party of seven, arrived by steamer at Fort William to scale Ben Nevis. They had hired an experienced local guide, Duncan McMillan, for at this time there was no proper track up the mountain. The guide seemed to have little control over the gentry and the fitter ones pressed ahead, keen to get to the top before dark. Henry Burroughes was however feeling tired by the time they had reached the 4,000-foot contour, about a quarter of a mile short of the summit. This was at a fountain called Spring Nevis. He told Duncan that he would stay there until they returned.




  Duncan instructed him the route to follow to the top, should he wish to continue, then dashed off to catch up with the wayward vanguard. After a breather, Henry did decide to follow, but the weather was closing in, and he stopped once more to await the return of his friends. An hour later he thought that they too must be lost and attempted a lone descent. Crawling and slithering down wet rock for over a thousand feet – now in zero visibility – he realised that he had lost the way altogether and was in what appeared to be a corrie and resolved to stop for the night. He had with him the equivalent of a modern bivvy bag, an oilskin cape and “squeezing between two immense blocks of granite on the side of the mountain, and close to one of the numerous streams of water winding down its stupendous sides,” there he spent a miserable night. At dawn it appeared to be clearing and he started to ascend, intending, if possible, to find out exactly where he was and “in which direction he should steer his course”. But the mist enveloped him again and he decided once more to descend – this time in a different direction.




  What he did for the remainder of the day is a mystery, for it was late afternoon before he got below the base of the cloud. And the “sea” (Loch Linnhe) was revealed with Glen Nevis “illuminated” by the bright rays of the setting sun. It took him over an hour to cross a raging torrent and he was almost drowned in the process. Then he “descried a shepherd accompanied by his dog”. The shepherd was looking for lost sheep, not a lost walker, nevertheless he took him down to his cottage and provided him with “refreshments”, then drove him five miles to his hotel in Fort William in his rustic pony cart, an improvement on the sixteenth century when a bard described Glen Nevis as being inhabited by “thievish folk of evil habit”.




  Henry’s friends were overjoyed, for they had feared for his safety and “all supposed he was lost beyond recovery”. The summit party and the guide had not been lost and the group had assumed, when they reached the spring, that Henry must have decided to return to the Fort. They had called out his name as they descended, but there was no response. Reaching their hotel they were dismayed to learn that he had not showed up. “Being night it was impossible to prosecute a search until the next day, when, according to arrangement, eight guides were sent out at daybreak, not returning until night, and just before the safe arrival of the missing tourist, they being quite dispirited and sad, more especially the one who had been their guide on the ascent.”




  It was a happy conclusion to the often tragic adventures on the Ben and it is interesting to note that an experienced search party was dispatched so quickly. These Fort William guides formed what was probably the first organised rescue team of mountain guides in the British Isles.




  There have of course been countless lost souls on those rugged slopes since then and many fatalities. Probably more have died on Ben Nevis than on the notorious Eiger and some of the tragedies have been heart-breaking, especially concerning the young.




  On Christmas Eve 1956, when a great storm was brewing in the Atlantic, five poorly equipped Lancashire lads ascended South Castle Coire, a straightforward snow climb on Carn Dearg, that great rocky north-eastern outrider of Ben Nevis. At this time of year there are only about eight hours of daylight, if you’re lucky. When they exited the gully onto the flat top they were assaulted by a hurricane-force wind whipping up spindrift like shotgun pellets. They dragged their way to some icy rocks and huddled, trying in vain to get shelter.




  It was already getting dark and they could sporadically glimpse the lights of Fort William 4,000 feet below. By daylight four of them were dead. But one survivor managed to stumble down, having spent the night on the top, and reaching the town, staggered into the police station. The police on duty first thought that he was drunk, a Christmas reveller. He was there to report a tragedy! Four of his friends were still up there in a white hell of snow, wind and ice and, unbeknown to him, they were all dead.




  A rescue team comprising five policemen set off to try to locate the party in the severe storm. They met two well-equipped climbers descending from the mountain and Sergeant Henderson, who was leading the party, asked if he could borrow an ice axe. One of the climbers eventually agreed, but requested a signature for it! They warned the police rescue party that conditions were appalling on the summit.




  The police posse continued upwards but as conditions were getting progressively more stormy and icy Sergeant Henderson told his men to take shelter at some rocks and pushed on alone, crawling across the edge of the summit plateau with his borrowed ice axe driven in ahead of him to avoid being plucked off the mountain. Gusts of wind sounded like exploding shells, followed by an uncanny silence. Then it would start all over again. Though he didn’t know it at the time, he had to give up about fifty metres from where three of the bodies were eventually found. The fourth body was located close to the edge of the cliffs two days later.




  The bridle path (now the tourist path), which was constructed as access to the Observatory, also created a hazard. Here a dogleg on the trail, on the south side of the mountain, leads into the precipitous defile of Five Finger Gully. Close by, another great runnel known as Surgeon’s Gully, also awaits the unwary. Surgeon’s Gully is 1,500 feet long and, surprisingly, still awaits a complete ascent. The first ascent of the greater part of the gully, in twenty-one pitches, was made by two of my oldest climbing friends, Dr Derek Haworth and George Ritchie in August 1947. This climb didn’t include the top section of the gully or the direct ascent of a couple of the major pitches as these were beyond the skill of even Derek Haworth. However, many of these pitches had in fact been climbed previously by Dr Donald Duff and Jimmy Ness, both members of the Lochaber Mountain Rescue and the gully is called after Dr Duff who was the surgeon at the Belford Hospital in Fort William for many years. Above a deer track, which cuts across the gully, is the final section, where the gully splits into three separate drainage channels like the triple heads of a mythical monster. The superstitious could be forgiven in thinking that these three abysses, and the adjoining Five Finger Gully, are specifically placed to await the unwary descending from the country’s highest mountain, to transform a day of elation into one of tragedy.




  There have been numerous accidents at this location. In 1993 a party was caught out here. I have been fascinated by this incident which befell a father and son. It is a strange case of cause and effect: the cause, a navigational problem, and the effect, a remarkable escape, literally from the bowels of the mountain, accompanied by a gruesome discovery. But it wasn’t until a few weeks prior to writing this that I picked up the telephone and rang a number in rural England to obtain more information. This came from one of those involved, Herbert Henry Alfred Brooks, known as Reup. He takes up the story.




  Reup Brooks




  On returning from work the message was “Mountain Rescue wants to speak with you!” Even after nine years, the poignant reminder of that long day flashes back into my mind. Instantly the cold chill tingles up the spine and the events of the ordeal stirs my soul.




  Let me start at the beginning in the sleepy English village of Rolleston on Dove where we live. We, that is my two sons, Stuart then fourteen and David twelve, and our friend Peter Collins and I, had planned to drive to Scotland to climb Ben Nevis.




  It was the end of May 1993 when we piled into the car for the long journey north. I remember that there was a feeling of anticipation as there often is when embarking on a holiday venture. This one was to celebrate my fortieth birthday. We were lucky, the traffic wasn’t that bad and as we sped up the M6 the usual banter ensued. At Carlisle we broke the journey and stayed at the Youth Hostel overnight and after a late snack, hit the sack.




  Next day we were up early, bright eyed and bushy tailed, and were soon rolling once more. It was only when we were rising on the A82 above the nondescript village of Tyndrum that we felt we had reached the Highlands. We sped through the dark defile of Glencoe and about half an hour later entered Fort William. Here we got our first glimpse of our main objective, Ben Nevis. However we had decided to stay further up the Great Glen, some miles north-east of Fort William, at Loch Lochy Youth Hostel. This proved a wise choice as the Youth Hostel in Glen Nevis, situated at the foot of the Ben, is mobbed during the popular spring months.




  There was a long-standing joke between Peter and myself concerning a popular BBC TV documentary programme which was currently running called 999 – a series of real life rescue stories. Peter thought that I had a secret yen to star in one of the episodes, but it was never clear if I was supposed to be cast as victim or rescuer. This speculation proved to be the source of some amusement.




  I was up early next morning, cooked breakfast and made a substantial packed lunch. I asked Peter if he was ready for a good day on the hill. Big Ben was our objective.




  “Of course, but are you?” he returned.




  I muttered something about too much black pudding for breakfast and being not just spot on. We piled into the car once more. The morning was clear and, as we drove back to the outskirts of Fort William, somebody brought up jocularly the amount of petrol that the car was gobbling. We turned off on the Glen Nevis road and drove up the single-track road to arrive at the car park at the head of the glen. Here the Water Slab, which cascades down the south side of the Ben, sparkled like liquid tinsel in the morning light.




  Our plan was to ascend Carn Mor Dearg, to the east and north of the Ben, connected to the summit by a rocky tightrope called the Carn Mor Dearg arete. From the summit of the Ben we would descend to the Youth Hostel in Glen Nevis by the tourist path.




  We got out of the car and sorted out the gear. I had the extra large packed lunch in my rucksack. Peter and the other two were well aware of the fringe benefits of hill walking with me! We were well equipped, with all the essential mountaineering gear, map, compass, first aid etc. It was great to be heading up the trail through the dramatic Nevis Gorge, then skirted the pristine white Steall waterfall and on across the flats, a sheep-studded meadow, even as a shinty pitch. In minutes, we were at Steall ruins – an old croft house. One of us remarked, I can’t remember who, how the scenery was so fresh, green and beautiful. Then we followed the course of the Allt Coire Guibhsachan. I was feeling better now, the black pudding had made peace with my stomach. On the path, where I took over the lead, we met two people. I greeted them with, “Safe travel, folks.” With hindsight it would perhaps have been more appropriate for one of the descending party to have said this to us!




  The day was dry when we left the car park but above 1,000 feet it was misty. We had read the weather forecast in Fort William the previous day, and it was reasonable. Of course we had experienced such misty conditions before in the Lake District. However, this was the first time we had ventured into Scotland.




  Eventually we reached the summit of Cam Mor Dearg. Normally this is a stunning viewpoint for the Ben cliffs, but we were unlucky with the cloud cover and took the easy descent to the arete which connects with the loftier Ben.




  We passed four other walkers on the way. It was calm, but the poor visibility was a nuisance, being down to about twenty metres. I stopped and shouted, “Look what I’ve found, Peter, a 5p coin!” This seemed to amuse everyone. “Good old Reup, searching for small change even at this altitude.”




  At 2.00 pm we all shook hands on the summit and took some photographs. We noted that the temperature had dropped and that there was a great deal of snow around. Visibility was deteriorating. We remarked at the number of people on the summit, it certainly seemed a popular place and it was at this point that I handed the map and compass to Peter who took a bearing.




  We aimed, as mentioned, to return to Glen Nevis by the tourist path, but within minutes of leaving the summit, David, my youngest son, complained of the cold and wanted to put on his Gore-Tex jacket. I stopped within sight of him and said, “Put the jacket on, quickly now.” He did so, but in the time it took him to do this, the other two were out of sight. “Don’t worry, son,” I said, “we’ll soon catch them up . . . Mum won’t want to loose the Family Allowance!” The other two, not realising that we had stopped, continued on down.




  We angled down rapidly along the track in the mist, feeling sure that we would soon make contact with Stuart and Peter. But this didn’t happen. With no map or compass we were not sure of our position. We descended a faint path, then a scree slope, followed by a grass track, unaware that we were heading for Carn Dearg South West. At this point, the saying “up the creek without a paddle” came to mind, but in reality we were on a mountain with no map or compass. Annoyance, then anger ran through my brain, having had the map and compass for the ascent. But we didn’t panic! I stopped, staring at the outline of a footprint and became more aware of our predicament. We continued down at a great rate. It was as if we had an obsession to get to the floor of Glen Nevis, to get down out of this cloud and orientate ourselves. We knew that we were lost and kept heading to our right, hoping to hit the tourist path.




  I asked Dave if he was OK. He was, and showed no fear. To him this was just another Follow-my-Dad situation. Going down ever increasing gradients we entered a gully, hoping to follow the watercourse into the valley.




  Now we could hear motor vehicles, which I assumed were in Glen Nevis, but I was also aware that we were in a dangerous situation. We scrambled and slid down this steep rocky watercourse and came across a dead deer. Despite our perilous predicament I was excited by this find and went to great effort to try and remove the antlers as souvenirs. No chance! I had to come to terms with the something for nothing syndrome. It was off limits today. I thought it would have been a different scenario if I had my Swiss knife.




  Below was a more serious drop of some ninety to a hundred feet. It was nearly vertical. I didn’t relish this with a large rucksack on my back! I uttered an expletive, but Dave calmly stated that such comments would solve nothing. How wise are the young . . .!




  We proceeded, I slipped and commenced a horrendous slide for about sixty feet, thinking my bum’s on fire as I bounced down the face, ending with a splash in a rock pool. The air was now blue with more than one expletive! Miraculously, my only injury was to my ego. I was really lucky, I could have broken my neck.




  Dave, who later matured into a capable rock climber, picked his way down, making difficult waterfall descending look cool. He now went ahead of me. Here the walls of the gully rose to an intimidating height. Turning a corner in the gully bed Dave remarked, “The mountain rescue have been here with a dummy.” But it was no dummy! It was a decomposing body! I retorted, “Don’t be so ****** stupid. It’s a woman with fish net tights and a cardigan.” It’s amazing what you come out with when the adrenalin’s pumping and the stress level has topped the scale.




  David, even after all those years, still has a vivid picture of events. “The smell was indescribable, we both didn’t eat anything for three days, and my dad even lost some weight! It was disturbing enough to see the decomposing body, but the fact there was little clothing, no bag or shoes was the worrying thing, especially in such a harsh environment.”




  Reup




  What next I wondered. What next? Life can throw up some weird situations, but I had a fixation with “what next?” Numbed, both mentally and physically, we climbed down and round the cleft and the gully opened up. Moving cautiously, we peered anxiously over a brink, the water was leaping between our boots into space. What we saw was a hundred-foot waterfall directly below. Even in our mental state we knew that there was no chance of descending this other than by falling, and there was no way back, or escape up the vertical gully walls. “Let’s just shout for help!” I muttered.




  After more than six hours in one spot you’ve plenty of time to reflect on life. It’s only when you experience the consequences of your leisure activity first hand that it comes home to you – the hazards and tribulations that go hand in hand with pleasure. We continued to shout from our misty perch.




  At times the visibility improved and we could see Glen Nevis below. Later, in the early evening, we spotted mountain rescue vehicles arriving in the valley bottom. Eventually, at 9 pm, we were located by a member of the Lochaber Mountain Rescue Team. Once the full team arrived one of them was lowered by rope to join us.




  For the next part of this scenario, let’s go back a few hours. Two female hikers were walking in Glen Nevis, enjoying a fine day, even though it was a bit cloudy on the Ben. It was Monday, 31 May 1993. Above the muted noise of the River Nevis, which was taking a leisurely meander down the glen, and the occasional passing car on the single-track road, they thought they heard a cry – a cry for help. Checking this out they realised that it was indeed a distress call from the long steep slope above leading to the shoulder of the Ben. They could see from where they were, the two savage gashes of the notorious gullies rising in great steps as if they were the private stairways of the guardian of the mountain. Shortly afterwards one of the women reported the calls to Fort William police station and the duty sergeant sent a constable in a patrol car to investigate.




  Jim Ness, who has already appeared in this tale, is a climber and an ex-member of the Lochaber Mountain Rescue Team, the busiest mountain rescue unit in Scotland. That day he had driven up Glen Nevis with his wife to go for a walk. On their way home they came across the police patrol car and Jim, realising that something was afoot on the mountain, stopped and had a word with the PC.




  Though none of them could hear any call for help from where they were, Jim knew that shouts from the depths of either of the gullies could be very directional, probably due to the deep walls, and said that he would go up the glen a short way to try and find a better spot. He was acutely aware of the problems of anyone straying into these two gullies. When he had gone about a couple of hundred yards up the side of the river, he heard the help calls himself, and was sure that they were coming from Surgeon’s Gully, so he retraced his tracks towards the car to confirm this. Sure enough, he had only gone a short way when they ceased, even though he had continued to shout. He then decided to ford the river to make absolutely sure. Once on the lower slopes of the mountain he was convinced where they came from and that they weren’t the bleating of sheep which can often be mistaken for calls for help.




  On the way back he met Terry Confield, the Deputy Team Leader, fording the river, and put him in the picture. Donald Watt, the Team Leader, had been called to the police station with Terry a short time before.




  Where in Surgeon’s Gully was now the problem. Terry started up the west bank, shouting as he ascended. Shortly he heard the calls again – “Help, help” – and traversed closer to the edge. Though he couldn’t see the party, he could hear them below.




  Already more of the team were making their way up the face and he shouted down to tell them the calls were coming from one of the bigger pitches. Some other team members were taken by a SAR Sea King helicopter to a point higher up the flank of the gully. Noel Williams, who took a lead role in the next phase of the rescue, takes up the story.




  Noel Williams




  From the floor of Glen Nevis we could hear frantic cries for help, and it was obvious that someone was in real trouble high above us. The cries were echoing around the glen, and at first we weren’t certain which part of the hillside they were coming from. So after wading across the River Nevis near the old graveyard, we split up and separate parties headed for Five Finger, Antler and Surgeon’s Gullies. However as we gained height we confirmed that the cries were definitely coming from Surgeon’s Gully itself. So we all then converged on a recognised scrambling route up the left side of Surgeon’s known as Surgeon’s Rib. The cries were being sustained at a very loud volume and this spurred us all on. We raced uphill as fast as possible. Surgeon’s Gully is an impressive gash on the west flank of Ben Nevis. A few years previously I’d tried to make a winter ascent of it. Although we had approached by walking across a frozen River Nevis, we had been disappointed to find a lot of water still flowing deep inside the gully itself. It really is a different world in there. After struggling up several long pitches, we had been stopped by a big waterfall. We only managed to escape from the gully with great difficulty by clawing our way up horribly loose rock and heather on the left wall.




  We now had the problem of entering the gully in the right place to rescue whoever was in trouble. We realised that the shouts were coming from above a big waterfall pitch. It was very difficult to look into the gully, but we eventually managed to reach a point above where the shouts were coming from and shouted down that help was on its way. Everyone was gasping for breath and we were sweating profusely. It soon became evident that there was no way we could get into it without a rope. One of the team was still struggling up the hillside with one of our long pre-stretched ropes in a big rucksack. Whilst we waited for this to arrive, we looked around for a belay to anchor the rope to. The ground consisted mainly of steep heather and loose granite blocks, but by an extraordinary stroke of good fortune there was a small outcrop of sound rock just where we needed it on the hillside a short distance above. We were able to place a big tape around a bomb-proof rock spike and also fix a large metal nut in a crack. Meanwhile the shouts from below seemed ever more urgent.




  When the rope arrived I tied onto the end and, with several team members taking the strain, I was lowered over the side. I was soon dropping down a vertical wall, and spied two figures some distance below me. When I hit the deck I was delighted to find that both man and boy were uninjured, although the adult, not surprisingly, was getting hoarse from shouting. It was obvious that they were extremely relieved to see me. Both walls of the gully were sheer at this point and there was no way that they could have got out themselves. It turned out that they had come down the gully from the summit. Looking up from where I was this seemed a mind-boggling achievement. I then heard that on their descent they had come across a dead reindeer. I didn’t like to point out that this must in fact have been a red deer. The nearest reindeer I knew of were sixty miles away in the Cairngorms. The father was in an extremely excited state. He said that he had fallen down a big pitch but had landed in a pool unscathed. Somehow his young son had followed suit. He then astonished me even further by telling me that they had come upon a decomposing body in a pool a short distance back along the gully from where we were. The rescue team had no knowledge of a climber being missing on the mountain, so this was a real surprise.




  Time was pressing however, and the first priority was to get the two of them out. I quickly improvised a sit harness for the young lad, and radioed the team above to haul the two of us up. They did this with gusto. I managed to hold the youngster away from the rock wall as we shot up, but I caught my arm on a sharp flake and ripped the sleeve of my jacket in the process. It was already dusk, so as soon as Dave was unclipped from the rope he was escorted by one of the team to a more open position where he was uplifted by a rescue helicopter.




  I related the story of the dead reindeer and the dead climber to the lads holding the rope. Kevin, ever quick with a quip, remarked, “Oops! There goes Father Christmas.” Amid laughter I was lowered back into the gully and retrieved the father. (On the way up this pitch Reup recalled that he had missed that day’s episode of Coronation Street.)




  By the time the two of us had been hauled back up and all the gear packed away, it had become too dark for the helicopter to fly. So we all had to pick our way back down to the floor of the glen by torch light. We were very pleased to have rescued two folk uninjured, but still puzzled by the corpse that had quite understandably given the pair of them the heebie-jeebies.




  Reup was eventually reunited with his two sons and Peter at Fort William Police Station He sums up the ordeal.




  Reup




  We returned to the base of the gully the following day. Typically, the weather was brilliant and we could pick out the line of our descent. It was traumatic for us all. We asked ourselves why did this happen to us? Could it have been avoided? How much longer would the body have remained there had David and I not been funnelled down that frightening gash? Even now, I still think of that eventful day and have the occasional flashback when something triggers my memory.




  Although we had considerable experience of walking in all seasons in the English Lake District and Wales, we realised that we still had a lesson to learn when we went to Ben Nevis. Our trip nearly ended in tragedy, all because we became separated and didn’t each have a whistle, map and compass. After the experience of discovering the body, and the involvement of a full scale rescue, we both suffered delayed shock. My son required many months of counselling to overcome those traumatic experiences. We still ask questions: should we have returned to the summit of Ben Nevis, once we became separated, and joined another party to descend the mountain?




  We left Scotland hardly able to believe that we had nearly died in Surgeon’s Gully.




  The corpse wasn’t, as Reup and party had thought, brought down the next day. There was a problem in getting a helicopter. There is a ruling with RAF SAR helicopters, that they are used to save life, and not necessarily for the recovery of dead bodies.




  The rescue team at that time used to frequent the Nevis Bar, a watering hole in Fort William strategically placed as the first pub when descending from the Ben. The conversation of those team members who went there after the successful rescue that night inevitably turned to the missing body. It was an unusual incident to say the least, for none of them had seen the body in a pool, despite Noel having been down to the top of the long pitch where the father and son had been found.




  In the history of Scottish mountain rescue this surely stands out as one of the strangest incidents. No one had been reported missing. How long had the body been there? Who was it? Lord Lucan (a peer who had mysteriously disappeared)? This fanciful thought had run through Reup’s scrambled mind when he saw it. It is not an uncommon occurrence in the Scottish Highlands for someone to vanish, and it may be years before the body is found. At any given time there can be several individuals who have just disappeared, seemingly into thin air, under avalanches, into deep heather or, in this case, down a deep gully.




  It was arranged that the following morning a small party would return to the gully, by helicopter if possible, and try to locate the body. These were Willie Anderson, Brian McDermott and a member of the CID. It’s usual for police to be involved in an investigation of a fatal accident, even in the most inaccessible places. However, early next morning the clag (an affectionate term for Scotch mist) was still clinging to the flanks of the Ben like candy floss and, as a SAR helicopter wasn’t available that day, the trio set off on foot.




  The three rescuers ascended the west flank of the gully and traversed into it via the deer track, which cuts across Surgeon’s at the only possible place – clever deer! Here Brian and Willie first checked above, at the base of the three top branches, but there was no sign of a body there. It must be lower they reasoned, and started to descend. With them they had three long abseil ropes. The solitary representative of the law was instructed to remain where he was at the deer bypass as the terrain below was steep and dangerous for all but experienced mountaineers.




  Below, the other two came across the bones of a stag, complete with handsome antlers and they wondered if the Brooks, in their stressed state, had imagined these as human remains: but this seemed impossible. Reup and David had been adamant about seeing a body in a pool. Willie and Brian continued down until a longer pitch necessitated an abseil. Brian, belayed by Willie on a safety rope, went down a full rope’s length, but he could see no sign of a body. He then climbed back up the pitch. This was probably the waterfall down which Reup had fallen and David had climbed.




  They called Terry Confield on the radio for confirmation as to the body’s location – if indeed there really was a body in the gully.




  Terry, who was acting as base in Glen Nevis, came back on the walkie-talkie, saying that there definitely was a body there, and it was about a hundred metres below the deer track, but he would double check this with the police station just in case anything further had come to light. By this time Brian and Willie felt that they had done as much as possible that day and went back up to collect their personal policeman. He greeted them like long lost brothers. “You’re a pair of mad bastards . . .” All three descended to Glen Nevis.




  It was apparent now that it was going to take a concerted effort by a bigger party to find and recover the body. But there was no doubt, it had been double and treble checked, there was a dead body up there! But whose was it? Was it a man or a woman? And why had no one been reported missing on the Ben?




  At 10.00 am on Thursday, 3 June 1993, five members of the Lochaber Mountain Rescue Team were airlifted to the gully by a SAR Sea King helicopter from 202 Squadron RAF Lossiemouth. The pilot was Steve Hayward. They all knew that the chopper was the best and quickest means of locating the man in the pool and of getting him out.




  Surgeon’s Gully boasts of the most dramatic gully architecture in Britain, with its depth, massive pitches, cascading waterfalls and ability to make you seem insignificant, like a fly in a high-angled canyon. It didn’t look any more benign looking down on it from the Sea King, where the rotors appeared too wide for the gully. This was a problem for Steve; he describes his side of the job.




  Steve Hayward




  The 3 June had started as a routine day on shift at D Flt 202 Sqn, RAF Lossiemouth. I was the duty captain for the day and if nothing else happened I was going to fly a regular standardisation sortie with our Squadron instructor, Harry Watt. We had all heard about the rescue of the father and son from Surgeon’s Gully a few days previously and the report of the body in tights and a cardigan that was still supposedly lying in a pool below one of the waterfalls. You see and hear some odd things in Search and Rescue but this one still sticks in my mind many years later. Just after shift handover we were requested to go down to Ben Nevis to lift members of the Lochaber team into Surgeon’s Gully to allow them to search for and recover the body in the pool.




  We flew a recce of the southern side of the mountain to try and discern where exactly we would need to put the team, but from the air, without detailed on-the-ground knowledge, it was difficult trying to pick out the spot. We landed at West End car park in Fort William to pick up the team and get a brief from the police about any special requirements for the task. Fortunately the weather was kind with light southerly winds and good visibility. The team directed us to the area of Surgeon’s Gully they needed to access; it didn’t look especially promising; a deep, narrow gash, running back into the side of the mountain. The top of the gully looked slightly wider but it rapidly became vertically sided.




  This was likely to present a couple of challenges. We needed to make a closer assessment. Having brought the aircraft into a free air hover by the mouth of the gully, we examined the problem. The Sea King has a seventy-five-metre winch cable and we were going to need quite a lot of it if we could get into the gully. It was unlikely that we would be able to hold the winchman against the side, allowing him to treat the trip down as an abseil. So the winchman was probably going to get spun in the aircrafts downwash. That downwash was also likely to be the cause of other problems. A hovering helicopter pushes down a column of air as it sits in the hover, usually this dissipates outwards below the aircraft. In a tight steep-sided gully this 50 mph breeze would be concentrated, having no space to escape into, and could dislodge anything loose, potentially hazarding anyone below the aircraft. Furthermore, the little downwash that could escape could finish going up, round the sides of the rotor, and being reingested by the rotor. This aerodynamic phenomena is known as recirculation, and it can dramatically increase the power required to maintain the hover, sometimes beyond the available power.




  However, after spending a short time assessing the situation, we decided that it was worth seeing if we could safely manoeuvre into a position to deploy the team. In order to give ourselves, and everyone else on the aircraft, an escape option if things did not go as planned we needed to reverse into the gully. The winchman, Tony, and winch operator, Clive, were both very experienced, so with one of them kneeling by the large open door and the other peering out of the bubble window on the opposite side we began to back slowly into the gully. During a manoeuvre like this the pilot is flying the aircraft following as exactly as he can the guidance from his rear crew, as he can see nothing of the area he is manoeuvring into. A very particular form of words is used (a misunderstanding in such circumstances is not desirable!) to ensure that the aircraft is manoeuvred in exactly the right direction, in three axis, at the required speed to put it over a particular point and keep it there. Everyone must trust everyone else implicitly, this is very much a team game.




  Having carefully manoeuvred the aircraft to the required point, we were positioned well back in the confines of the gully. The clearance from the tips of the blades to the rock face on either side always looks to be less than it actually is – I would not have wished to be much closer. All I had to do now was stay put while Clive and Tony organised the deployment of the rescue team. We had decided to put Clive down on the ground and he was soon lowered on the winch cable, 180 feet later his feet touched the ground in the floor of the gully.




  The winchman went down first, close to the lip of the waterfall on which Reup and David had stood three days before. Five members of the team then repeated this descent, Terry Con-field, Ian Sutherland, Brian McDermott, Willie Anderson and Ed Grindley. The gully almost proved to be a death trap for the rescuers, on account of the downwash from the huge machine in this narrowing defile. The stream was whipped up and soaked the party. Worse, stones were falling, dislodged from the gully walls. Terry wondered, when he was being lowered, what was hitting his face – it was maggots!




  Steve




  From a flying point of view, we did our best to keep it nice and accurate; concentrating on being relaxed is allegedly the secret of a good hover. Brian and Ian Sutherland landed about twenty feet up from the edge of the big pitch and, as there were so many rocks crashing down, Willie, who was the next lowered, was pulled by Brian beneath a small overhang on the gully wall where there was a degree of protection. They then climbed the rocks above and peered over a lip at eye-level with a pool. Floating a few feet away was the body of a dead man and a plague of beetles. Brian and Ian pulled him to the edge, while the others took the stretcher, which had also been lowered, up closer to the pool.




  It was now a matter of getting everybody to hell out of there, including the corpse, which they installed in a yellow bivvy bag. Willie and Brian where the first to be winched up together on two strops – again the winch cable was almost at full extent. Rocks rained down just as they were spiralling upwards. Then there was blur and a tremendous crash, heard above the roar of the turbines, a large rock flake shattered on the gully bed between Ian Sutherland and the stretcher with its new customer aboard. It was a close call! Amazingly, everyone got winched out without injury, thanks to the skill of the pilot and crew and, as the last man swung aboard, the Sea King nosed its way out into the vast air space of Glen Nevis.




  One of the team said later, “What that chopper did represented the best rescue flying I’ve ever been involved with – and that’s going back thirty years.”




  Chief Inspector John MacFadzean, who is also a keen hill man was called on a team radio. “Line up the drinks, John. We have the body.”




  There is a footnote to this last phase of the Surgeon’s Gully affair. The helicopter landed at Corpach, a village near Fort William whose name appropriately translates as The Place of the Dead. As they got out of the Sea King, Willie Anderson jokingly remarked to John MacFadzean that the police would probably manage to identify the body by the next millennium. The Chief Inspector retorted that he would bet him a pint of beer he would know all about the deceased before teatime.




  True to his word he did just that, but not without a few setbacks. At the mortuary the man’s name was discovered in the remains of his wallet, found in the back pocket of his trousers. When the name John O’Brien, with a Putney address, was fed into the Missing Person’s Index on the Police National Computer nineteen missing O’Briens came up! But not a John. As the Chief Inspector later pointed out, “You would have expected this number of missing individuals with a common name like Smith or Brown, but not an O’Brien.” He went back on the computer for clarification and was asked for a Personal Description File. Supplying this and contacting the closest police station to the Putney address, and checking other evidence found on the body, a railway ticket and a bank withdrawal slip, the investigation leapt forward. He quickly had the Fort William banks checked and found that a John Michael Joseph O’Brien had withdrawn cash from the Royal Bank of Scotland, possibly on the very day he died on Ben Nevis. These clues had survived being submerged in water for three months. It transpired that his relatives were not too concerned at not hearing from John, for he tended to keep himself to himself and would often go on protracted walkabouts.




  That evening John MacFadzean enjoyed a well earned pint at the Nevis Bank.




  Steve – a postscript




  The Sea King crew, when it landed at Corpach, had only two hours of their twenty-four-hour shift left; they were then re-tasked to a helicopter crash south of Aberdeen . . . but that’s another story.
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  The Eiger North Face, the Nordwand, will for ever stand as a milestone for those formative years of mountaineering, the 1930s, but it has also served as a gravestone for the unlucky who died on its flanks. The popular press had their first taste of mountaineering tragedy some fifty years before when Edward Whymper’s party crashed to their deaths on the Matterhorn. Though Whymper himself survived, he was obsessed with the stigma of this tragedy for the remainder of his days.




  Most of the climbing fraternity as well as the public condemned those Eiger North Face climbers who, they said, risked their lives and the lives of the rescuers who went to help them when they got into trouble. Yet those tigers of yesteryear were sensible young men who were only exercising an urge basic to all of us, to try something new to conquer the frigid vertical heights by the most direct route to the summit. They were mostly of German or Austrian origin, possibly because the use of pitons and slings as climbing aids first evolved in the Eastern Alps and, without their assistance, such ambitious goals as the Eigerwand were then out of the question. Those who condemned this new breed of climber were themselves too timid to contemplate tackling such routes.




  One can expostulate on the pros and cons of big wall climbing, but the courage of those who attempted those north faces as well as the courage of their rescuers is beyond question. For decades the Eiger drama has been re-enacted on page and screen, yet it will always demonstrate an extraordinary facet of human nature, this deep-rooted desire to attempt a problem, knowing full well the odds are against one.




  Austria and Germany have always been in the forefront of mountain rescue development, especially in the pioneering days of big cliff rescue, where steel cables were first used in place of conventional ropes. The German Bergwacht, the Mountain Guard, were then the stars of rescues where the stage was some great alpine north face. Ludwig Gramminger was the leader of this determined band involved in what will remain probably the greatest sequence of mountain rescue operations of all time, in days when the helicopter wasn’t the bird of mercy it is today. I have made many landings by winch wire on the Eiger North Face and I can vouch for the skill and the daring of the pilots on those operations. But their exposure to danger is brief, compared with the hours and even days spent by rescue teams in the past on the icy ramparts of this hostile mountain.




  During the war most of Ludwig Gramminger’s companions were away in the forces when in 1942 he got a call to go to the Eiskarlspitze in the Karwendal of the Austrian Tirol. A climber had fallen and was subsequently killed. It meant abseiling down a 350-metre face with the corpse. Perhaps the best introduction to Ludwig is to listen to his own description of how, when almost down the wall, his colleague, who had gone first to prepare the anchors for the ropes, had failed to complete the final belay on one of the steepest sections:




  For the last abseil, I asked myself, had Stadler only put in one peg? I could only see one, but this was inconceivable. Was it an oversight as we were nearing the foot of the cliff? But there was no excuse for a single piton. It’s dangerous enough roping off a solitary peg at the best of times, but frightening when carrying the additional weight of the body of a large man. Perhaps, I thought, the eight pitches which Max Stadler had already organised from the top had taken too much out of him? Anyhow, I secured myself to the peg using a sling, but didn’t take off my abseil rope. When Michel, the other member of our rescue trio, arrived alongside using his own abseil rope, he could hardly get a footing as the wall was so steep. He too clipped onto the peg. As well as staying on my abseil rope I had taken the precaution of knotting it so that it couldn’t creep through the karabiner brake I was using. Michel now came off his abseil rope, for he had to help me to change over to another rope for the final descent. To our horror we saw that his extra weight was making the peg bend and as if in slow motion it came out of the crack. I grabbed him and in so doing took some of his weight. In desperation he linked himself to me with a karabiner so that we were all hanging, two climbers and a corpse, on my abseil rope. After recovering from the initial shock we had to do some slick thinking. It was a good thing that I hadn’t trusted that peg and also that I was attached to it by a sling, otherwise we would have lost the rope that Michel had transfered to it. We yelled down to Stadler to tie some pegs and a hammer to the end of this and in a short space of time we had sound anchors in place. We then lowered the dead man to the bottom of the face and quickly followed, glad ourselves to be down alive.




  To climbers that’s the sort of stuff that nightmares are made from, but it is only a small incident in the long rescue career of Ludwig Gramminger. The following adventures have been narrated before in various forms, but seldom by the rescuers themselves.




  In 1936 the Eiger North Face was the last main unclimbed face in the Western Alps. German climbers had been much to the fore in the other great ascents; the Matterhorn North Face was climbed by the brothers Schmid in 1931 and the Grandes Jorasses in 1935 by Rudi Peters and Martin Meir. That same year Wiggerl Steinauer and Hans Ellner scaled the North Face of the Aletschhorn. All these climbers came from Munich.




  Climbing was just beginning to get public attention and the Eiger North Face represented to many a vertical arena of drama and tragedy to which the accidents of 1933–6 were the curtain raisers. For this was the time of the first attempts on that notorious wall and the press were to have many a bonanza reporting and misreporting the assaults on the 1,800-metre high face.




  It was again a Munich party that first set their hopes on this great North Face. Max Sedlmayr and Karl Mehringer were both members of the High Level Group of the German and Austrian Alpine Club. They left Bavaria in August, travelling by car to Grindelwald and took up residence in a hayshed at Alpiglen. Alpiglen snuggles in meadows at the bottom of the Eigerwand on the Kleine Scheidegg railway. Here they spent some time carefully studying the possible lines on the face. It was no easier then than now to keep your objective secret if the Eiger North Face featured in your itinerary and news leaked out that they were to attempt a direct route up the westerly section of the wall – straight to the summit.




  They set off at 3.00 am on Wednesday, 21 August and after three days of hard rock climbing they reached the Second Icefield. Due to heavy stone fall here they had to bivouac early.




  It was on that Friday night that the whole Eiger region was subjected to a savage storm. The face, which forms a northern bastion of the Alps, is a buffer to all the foul weather from that quarter; it attracts storms as a magnet attracts pins.




  On the Saturday the telescopes of Kleine Scheidegg and Alpiglen were trained on the face looking for signs of the two men, but nothing further could be seen. They were known to be excellent climbers and were well equipped, so it was generally thought that they would have survived the blizzard. Unfortunately, dense cloud rolled in and blanketed the whole face and a heavy snowfall commenced. It got increasingly colder (–8°C at Kleine Scheidegg) and the danger of avalanche on the face was considerable. On the Sunday around midday a portion of the wall was visible for a short while and then the two climbers were spotted higher up, presumably continuing the climb. But very soon the cloud closed in again and for the next few days not much more was seen.




  Now with the continuing bad weather, the position of the two was critical and in Grindelwald preparations for a possible rescue were being made. In Munich our rescue group, the Bergwacht, received the following report at 9.30 am: “The weather conditions on the Eiger North Face are extremely bad. Today, Wednesday, 28 August it has snowed lightly on the upper slopes; in the valley it was raining. The snow is lying about fifty centimetres deep on the upper section of the face.” A Swiss military plane had to give up a search on the following day because of poor visibility. There was nothing to be seen or heard, no signs at all. The face was under the constant observation of the Grindelwald rescue post, but the prevailing conditions precluded any mercy mission for the time being. Further reports arrived. In Munich our group was preparing to go to the aid of the missing climbers who would by now obviously be in a very serious condition. As soon as the conditions allowed, nothing would stop us doing everything we could to rescue our friends. We left Munich that same day at 9.30 pm in the Bergwacht Mercedes Kompressorwagen, driving through the night for Grindelwald. We had the best of equipment and rations and we departed in streaming rain convinced that we would bring help to our colleagues. There were four of us – Rudi Peters, Franz Hausstätter, Heine Sedlmayer and myself.




  We arrived at Grindelwald around 9.30 am and our first call was at the rescue post which was also the guides’ bureau, where we were given the run-down on developments to date. From this moment we were supported in every possible way. Herr Moser, President of the Grindelwald section of the Swiss Alpine Club and the manager of the Hotel Oberland, took care of our equipment and vehicle. Herr Direktor Grob from the travel office gave us lots of photographic material of the Eigerwand to study. Herr Direktor Luchtu gave us complimentary tickets for the Jungfrau railway. From photographs the guide, Fritz Steuri, and others showed us the line of the Sedlmayr-Mehringer climb and we weighed up the possibilities for rescue and recovery. In a short period of time we acquired a lot of facts. Later we took the train to Alpiglen where the missing men had made their headquarters. The bulk of their equipment – bivouac clothes, the second petrol cooker, spare sleeping bags, etc – was still in their hayshed. On Tuesday the 20th, we were told, they had established a food dump on the summit, and, according to reports, set off on the climb on the Wednesday at 3.00 am. From observations made from the West Flank when taking up the food dump, they had formed the impression that they could climb the face in three days and had therefore taken less equipment and emergency food with them. From the hotel owner at Alpiglen we learned more about their proposed climb. One thing that was absolutely clear was that everyone who had seen them climbing was very impressed with their ability. The news of the first attempt on the Eigerwand had spread like wildfire. Two other Munich climbers, Haber and Prosel, who were holidaying in the vicinity, had already begun searching the day before, but due to the snow and stone falls they had had to give up.




  We reviewed the overall situation and came to the conclusion that there was still some hope for Sedlmayr and Mehringer, if they had found a sheltered bivouac site. Swiss airmen had already flown across the face three times, for an hour on each occasion, but without success. Now it was very cloudy, though we hoped that the following day we should be able to search the wall ourselves with the telescope. We dumped our gear at the start of the climb for, in the event of a rescue bid, we should start from the same spot. Should the weather permit (which we doubted in view of the constant avalanches) we proposed setting out the next day. For the time being we stationed ourselves in a barn and, as agreed, sent reports on the rescue situation back to Grindelwald, from where Munich was informed. Friday, 30 August was a beautiful clear day. We travelled to the Eigergletscher station on the Jungfraubahn and there split into two groups. Haber and Prosel climbed the West Flank of the Eiger to get a view of the face from there. The rest of us went up the railway tunnel to just below the Eiger window. Here there are a few galleries giving access on to the wall. They were originally used for dumping rubble during the construction of the tunnel. We attempted to get on to the face by the gallery window closest to the route. It transpired that the conditions were as bad as they could be, but we still wanted to make an attempt. Peters went out on to the face belayed on a double rope. Because of the heavy snowfalls of the previous few days, it was quite wintry and during this time avalanches, some of them formidable, thundered down, often releasing great clouds of powder snow. Obviously, any search work would be very difficult in these conditions; the danger was so great that after a few hours we had to give up the idea of getting any further out on to the face. The rock was covered with an ice layer 10-cm thick; no sooner had we cut steps than they were immediately filled with cascading powder snow. So, back to the gallery window.




  The Swiss flyers were not idle this day either; they took photographs, hoping that something would be revealed when they were blown up. From this visual material and various observations we concluded that a spine of rock on the Second Icefield would probably have seemed a logical line to the two mountaineers. So they had possibly left their bivouac equipment and rucksacks beneath it and attempted to climb it in reconnaissance. But they must soon have realised that it wasn’t feasible and therefore descended to their rucksacks – this clambering up and down had been observed by a gamekeeper. They then bivouacked in a niche they had already found and probably due to the cold and the snow storm went to sleep never to awake. It seemed to all of us that something like this must have happened. To reach the Death Bivouac, as it was later called, in good weather would be possible only with great difficulty and risk. We would need to consider carefully whether it was feasible and indeed justifiable to undertake such a venture to recover two corpses. We decided to wait until the next morning. Two more Munich climbers arrived to strengthen our team, Hans Teufel and Albert Herbst.




  The next day, Saturday, the six of us went up to the start of the face. From very early in the morning avalanches of stones and snow were hurtling down, as if trucks were continuously dumping their loads off the top. They were sweeping the wall like torrents. The marginal crevasses going round under the face were filled with avalanched snow. Despite the poor visibility, we decided to proceed to climb to the Eiger window in three parties. That was a wearisome business, traversing upwards, for one minute we were in an avalanche runnel that was so hard in places we needed crampons, then it was ploughing through fresh deep powder snow. At 14.00 hours the sun came out and all hell let loose. Avalanches like a great barrage opened up unpredictably all over the wall. It meant we had to take cover from these under overhangs and in holes as quickly as possible and wait until 19.00 hours when the sun had crept off the summit rocks. The face soon became quieter and in a short time everything was frozen, covered in ice. We were certain that the missing men could not be lying on the lower section of the Eigerwand, the middle of which is smooth and steep. In the event of a fall nothing would come to rest here. Tired and depressed we retreated to Alpiglen. There we discussed our efforts so far and resolved to go up the West Flank right to the summit the next day and from there descend the wall.




  On Sunday, 1 September, we went to the Eigergletscher station again equipped with high-power binoculars and a tripod. The West Flank was certainly the easiest route to the Eiger summit at 3,975 metres, despite the fact that the conditions demanded good climbing know-how, and as we had to scramble up every ridge and eminence that gave us a clear view, great care was necessary. It was all in vain; we didn’t see any sign of our friends. We reached the summit around midday and by descending the ridge a short way to the north-east, we had a good view of the North Face. To climb down this wall, however, was impossible at that time because several cornices overhung the ridge; there was besides two metres of snow lying on the summit and we could not find the food dump left by the two missing men. A descent would have required at least three bivouacs and indeed whether it would still be possible during the remainder of that year was the big question. Powder snow avalanches continually leapt down the face. So again we had to return to our base having achieved nothing.




  On Monday another attempt was made to get on to the face from the Eiger window, but again it had to be called of as the weather conditions had hardly improved at all since Friday. With heavy hearts we now resolved to abandon the attempt because of the advanced time of year and the deep-winter-type conditions. It seemed impossible to us that the two could still be alive. We had tried everything humanly possible, but the unanimous view of the company was that not only would any further attempt put our own lives at risk, it would be irresponsible and foolhardy. The mountain was stronger than human skill or will. But we resolved that the following year we would come again and bring down our dead comrades and return home with them.




  Back in Grindelwald everyone was most sympathetic over the fate of the two lost men. We took our leave and made arrangements with the Swiss guides that, should there be an unexpectedly fine autumn and the face become free of snow, we would return. We had experienced the fullest co-operation from all quarters, including the Swiss authorities.




  The journey back to Munich was a bad one; it rained very heavily and we were still very preoccupied with the trauma of the search. At Berne the sun suddenly appeared and our spirits rose. We were starving but had little money and we wondered how we should overcome this problem. Then Rudi Peters had a bright idea. He knew a well-known writer who lived near Berne whom he wanted to visit. With luck, he said, we should get plenty of food there. He was right! A great spread was provided and we sat around the table and ate our fill. Nor did the hospitality end there; the writer’s wife made us masses of sandwiches for our journey. But we had barely gone twenty kilometres when we came to a big orchard. We all agreed that this would make a delectable interlude as the apples were asking to be picked. Naturally, both sandwiches and apples disappeared in this impromptu picnic – climbers are renowned for their prodigious appetites. The journey back was a pleasant one after the rigours we had been through and our Kompressorwagen went like a dream; we were able once more to smile on life and enjoy the wonderful scenery and the fact that we were alive.




  After a few weeks we heard from Grindelwald that pilot Oberst Udet with the mountain guide, Fritz Steuri, had made a flight across the Eiger face and had sighted one of the missing men at the Death Bivouac. He was sitting huddled up, face on hands, and the snow reached to above his knees. It was assumed that his companion was probably still in his bivvy sack buried under the snow. This flight proved that due to the heavy snow it would be totally impossible to recover them till the following year. For the victims’ parents it was some small comfort to know at least where they were.




  In the spring 1936 we were in touch with Grindelwald again. We received regular reports on weather and the snow conditions on the face. On 5 July I went with the then leader of the German Bergwacht, R. Siebenwurst, to Grindelwald to arrange accommodation for our rescue team and to discuss the situation with the local guides. These men knew their mountain better than anyone and could give the best advice. We also intended to take a look at the face from the West Flank to see if a plan I had hatched would prove possible to put into practice.




  On the West Flank at about 3,500 metres there is a gap in the ridge into which a chimney from the North Face leads. This chimney is some 150 metres long and links up with the band of rock that crosses the face (the upper limit of the Third Icefield). I now thought that we could abseil down this chimney by means of a 6-mm wire rope from a winch established on the ridge. Traversing the band would then not be so desperate as there were good belay possibilities at the junction of the ice and rock. But most of all the retreat and recovery of men and equipment could be guaranteed more quickly and safely. We wanted to get everything ready on the spot.




  When we got to the Eigergletscher station we learned of an accident a couple of days earlier on the Schneehorn to two of our last year search helpers. Hans Teufel was dead, and Bertl Herbst injured in Lauterbrunnen hospital. After a successful ascent on the extremely difficult North Face of the Schneehorn, an ice peg had pulled out on the descent. Teufel fell and died instantly from a broken neck. Herbst only sustained a few grazes and bruises. He had to pass the night beside his friend on the ice and it was only the next day that his cries for help were heard by the Eigergletscher station. We enquired at the hospital after Herbst and were told by the doctor that we could take him back to Munich with us in a couple of days’ time. All sorts of rumours were abroad; some said the pair had been in training for the Eiger Nordwand, others that the two had been sent out to see what the conditions were like with a view to recovering last year’s victims.




  After we completed the reconnaissance from the West Flank we descended and near Scheidegg met the first two recruits for an Eiger attempt that year, two Austrians, Edi Rainer and Willi Angerer. We visited them in their tent at the foot of the face. Both were splendid young men and made a good impression as climbers. The day we left Grindelwald they made their first recce of the wall. As for us, we drove round to Lauterbrunnen and collected Bertl Herbst. He was very depressed and could barely reconcile himself to the death of his friend. It was tough that the mountain had again demanded a victim, and very painful for him to return home without his climbing companion.




  Once back in Munich we learned via the communications network we had organised that Rainer and Angerer had got company. Toni Kurz, a guide, and Anderl Hinterstoisser, a climber from Berchtesgaden, had set up their tent close by, having come from the Dolomites where they had climbed some of the hardest routes, including the North Face of the Cima Grande. They were apparently very fit and experienced. There was no rivalry between them; in true mountaineering spirit they made a joint reconnaissance climb and discussed their plans and proposals together. On the 17th the weather was somewhat better and on the 18th the two parties were able to make a start on the face. They had dumped food and equipment up to 3,000 metres.




  The major difficulties began from the bivouac site below the Rote Fluh. Angerer and Rainer had already had an abortive attempt on this section. An overhang was passed on the right and the easier terrain reached by an extremely difficult overhanging crack, about the level of the First Icefield. Now, however, steep smooth slabs blocked the way to the Icefield. However Hinterstoisser overcame these difficulties with panache. He traversed using a rope in a pendulum movement. They now reached the first bivouac site which had taken last year’s contenders two days. They had reached in one day the same level as Sedlmayr and Mehringer’s third bivouac. It was obvious to all who watched that the two parties were moving well and working as a unit. On the Sunday morning the four climbers were seen to leave their bivouac. Shortly afterwards a veil of cloud encircled the mountain and nothing could be seen, but above the clouds the top third of the mountain was showing throughout that Sunday. The reappearance of the climbers was awaited with much anxiety. But nothing happened. Neither party was visible beyond the spot where Mehringer and Sedlmayr were seen for the last time the previous year, before the storm enshrouded the mountain.




  Shortly before 8.00 am on the Monday the climbers were seen again, continuing their attempt, albeit very slowly. But something was amiss. Towards midday, shortly before the face was again covered by mist, all four were back in their Sunday bivouac. There was much speculation amongst the various observers manning the telescopes. Had they given up? Were the difficulties insuperable? Or had something happened to one of them that prevented their continuing? Several people noticed that one of the climbers didn’t seem to move so well as the others. It was thought that perhaps one of the many stone falls that had been seen had injured him. Again cloud and shreds of mist veiled the mountain and hid the 3,600-metre bivouac site of the two parties from view. Anxious hours passed; everyone hoped for the best. Another night came and went and by morning the weather had again taken a turn for the worse; there was nothing to be seen. Then suddenly for a brief moment the mists parted and the face was clear. There was a mad scramble for the telescopes. The men were seen on the Second Icefield above the Rote Fluh. They were therefore retreating. It was easy now to see that one was injured, for two of them were continually helping him. The descent with the injured man was a very time-consuming business. At 8.30 pm they reached the bivouac site that Sedlmayr and Mehringer had used for their second night.




  On the morning of the 21 July it was pouring with rain and above there was fresh snow on the face. It would be hard to describe what it is like to climb in such conditions after a frigid bivouac. Their rope must have been as stiff as a wire hawser (we were still using hemp rope at that time) and the rocks encased in a sheath of ice. Again clouds rolled in forming thick curtains; stone falls tumbled down and over the rock overhangs torrents of water and snow avalanches poured in continuous destruction. The traverse to them must have seemed impossible and so they resolved to abseil down the overhangs on the face below. They deliberated a long time over this abseil because the vertical and overhanging section below required several pegs and they only had a few. As the first one descended, a railway worker came out of the gallery window and called up the face to see if everything was all right. They called back, “All’s well.” It may have been the encouragement of finding themselves once more within shouting distance of other people. The linesman marked their position using a shovel as a pointer and went back to his work.




  When he returned two hours later, he could hear cries of help from the face. He ran to the Eigerfenster station and telephoned the Jungfrau railway office for immediate assistance. There were three Wengen guides at the Eigergletscher station, sheltering from the storm. They were Christian Rubi, his brother Adolf, and Hans Schlunegger. A special train was ordered to take them to the gallery window, as the guides assembled their rescue gear – despite the ruling which had gone out that no life was to be put in jeopardy on the Eigerwand.




  As the three climbed out of the gallery window, they were immediately assaulted by the violent storm raging on the face. It took all their strength to make a traverse of around 200 metres, running the gauntlet of continual stone bombardment and avalanches, until they were within shouting distance of the climber. His calls for help were getting increasingly more urgent. They heard, “Throw down a rope from above, no more pegs . . .” It was the cry of only one man. The guides shouted to him that it was impossible to get above him that day, he would have to wait until tomorrow. In agitation he shouted back “No, no, no!” It was terrible to hear; then he shouted something else about “Dead”, but his words were carried away by the storm. The storm was so strong by then that the guides only just had time to withdraw to the gallery window before complete darkness set in. Between the crash of avalanches the man outside could be heard yelling for help like a wild animal. The icy face hurled back the inhuman, demented cries. It pierced everyone to the quick. Could he withstand the night?




  Next day as soon as it began to get light the Swiss guides went once more through the gallery window and out on to the hostile face. The cries for help still came down from the wall. What must he have endured during this long night – yet he still lived! He grew quiet when he heard that they would now attempt to rescue him. They reached to within forty-five metres of the difficult section where Toni Kurz was hanging beneath an overhang in a single rope sling.




  “Are the others still alive?” one of the guides shouted.




  “No, they died yesterday. I am quite alone. One is frozen above me, one fell yesterday and the other hangs below me on the rope, he too is frozen – dead.”




  “Can you free yourself from the corpses? Try it and save as much rope as possible.” Kurz climbed down twelve metres to his dead friend and with his ice axe cut the rope. Then again he climbed up to the other body and there, too, cut through the rope. The section of rope thus gained was frozen solid, but with incredible perseverance he began to separate it, untwisting the strands, with only one hand. (The guides had noticed that he only used one hand when he was abseiling, the other was frozen.) Only an experienced climber can appreciate what an achievement that was. When he had unravelled the frozen strands, he joined them so that he had a piece fifty metres long. He weighted it with a stone and lowered it to the guides. Hours had passed. One can but marvel at his will to live, his stamina! This man Kurz would have climbed the North Wall if the weather hadn’t put a stop to it. Now the guides fastened a forty-metre rope, pistons, karabiners and hammer to the line and watched as it was raised by Kurz. (A second rope should have been sent up to the trapped climber.) Kurz hammered in the pegs and then the guides waited to see if he would pull the rope in any further. For a while he did; powder avalanches were meanwhile falling all around, but at last the rope stopped and Toni Kurz appeared over the overhang. He had therefore secured the rope above and was abseiling on it single. Slowly he came closer but the guides noticed the nearer he came, the more his strength ebbed. He was using a sit-sling for abseiling and the rope ran through a karabiner. There was no other method he could employ using only one hand. By holding the rope taut from below the guides gave him some assistance. But now he was coming to the knot where the ropes were joined. What would he do now? It would be impossible for him to get the bulky knot through the karabiner which was four metres above the guides. He realised this. Up till then his energy and his tenacious hold on life had been remarkable, now defeat threatened. Encouraging words were no longer of any help. The guides could see that suddenly it was all over. He tipped forward and didn’t move any more. His face was red and frozen, his hands swollen and from his crampons hung long icicles. When it had appeared that rescue was almost achieved, his flame of life had been extinguished. Numbed and dazed, the guides took their difficult route back, immersed in the memory of the skill and courage of the young climber who still hung from the rope.
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