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  Additional praise for

  JFK’s Secret Doctor

  “Bravo! Schwartz does an excellent job of portraying a life that could have been scripted by Hollywood. A great account of a great old school adventurer, who led his life with passion, wit, and unswerving determination. We need more books like this.”

  James M. Clash,

  Forbes magazine Adventurer columnist and author of To the Limits

  “Hans is a legendary figure in rock climbing, but until I read Schwartz’s book, I didn’t realize the passion and grandeur of his exploits both in and out of the mountains. From life as a pioneering rock climber, to the struggles of a medical pioneer ahead of his time, as well as the previously unrevealed details about life in the inner circle of Kennedy’s Camelot, Schwartz has taken a climbing story and elevated it to a higher plane. I started reading it from a climber’s perspective and finished with a vision of a man with a most extraordinary life, told through this book in the most compelling way.”

  Robert Mads Anderson,

  Everest guide and author of Seven Summits Solo and To Everest via Antarctica


  Acclaim for the Man

  “A real friend.”

  Katharine Hepburn, in a 1996 note to the author

  “I wish I could have known you years ago.”

  John F. Kennedy to Hans Kraus in 1962, overheard and reported by his personal secretary, Evelyn Lincoln

  “Even though I have never met Hans Kraus, I feel as though I know him. Every climber at the Gunks knows Hans.”

  Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., Shawangunks rock climber

  “Hans has always been a hero of mine.”

  Yvon Chouinard, Founder and President of Patagonia, Inc, legendary rock climber

  “You will always remain on the top of the list by those who dearly loved and worked with the President.”

  John F. Kennedy’s Chief White House doctor, George Burkley, in a note to Hans Kraus, dated 11/30/63

  “An aura of energy about the man. . . . Sizzle and spunk, exuberance, confidence, great physical strength, high-voltage enthusiasm, bursting vitality.”

  Sports Illustrated feature article, 6/15/81

  “Cojones so big, he needed a bag to carry them around.”

  James P. McCarthy, past American Alpine Club president

  “[Kraus’s routes] represent great moments in American climbing. They are proud, committing and were, for their respective periods, groundbreaking.”

  Rock and Ice magazine (December 2004)
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  To my remarkable children, Grace and Matt


  Into the unknown

  With a few small soft-iron pitons and a hemp rope, boldness, and big cojones.

  Climbing author Dick Williams, describing Hans Kraus in the mountains

  So far ahead of his time;

  it will take fifty years for others to catch up.

  Kennedy White House doctor Dr. Gene Cohen, describing Hans Kraus in medicine


  FOREWORD

  History shows that Fritz Wiessner was the first climber to discover the Shwangunks in New York State. But after the first weekend at Millbrook, Fritz contacted his fellow expat Hans Kraus. Hans joined Fritz the next weekend and thus began the first Golden Age of development in the “Gunks.” Fritz soon moved to Vermont, and Hans became the prime mover in the development of one of the premiere climbing areas in the United States.

  When I first met Hans he had already established some of the great classic climbs of the area, including High Exposure and Madame Grunebaum’s Wulst. He was clearly the leader of the coterie of the leading climbers of the era. And his climbing accomplishments were not limited to the Gunks. He did many first ascents in the Tetons, the Wind Rivers of Wyoming, and the Bugaboos of British Columbia.

  But I became aware that he had another life. He had already helped establish the medical specialty of physiatry—physical medicine and rehabilitation—and had been treating the elite skiers of that era. What most people do not know is that he was incredible generous in treating his fellow climbers who were injured, including me. Later he successfully treated our president, John F. Kennedy, after many otter medical specialists had failed.

  He was a man for all seasons and has always been a hero of mine.

  —Yvon Chouinard,

  Founder and owner of Patagonia, Inc.


  PREFACE

  The Side of a Cliff, Two Hundred Feet above the Ground

  1965, Shawangunk Mountains, New York State

  He was hanging there, in the air.

  Air was everywhere. Above, below, ahead. To the left and to the right. Seemingly against logic, wherever he looked, there were hundreds of feet of sheer, open air.

  At sixty, he was very much in his prime. After all, how many men—of any age—could crank a one-arm pull-up or full split like he still could? Or climb a fearsome, overhanging, exposed rock wall, such as the one from which he now dangled? The wind whipped at his face, hawks swooped below his feet, and he felt serene and at peace.

  Steep and jutting sharply from the cliff, the rock buttress looked unclimbable and impossible or, as the Shawangunks climbing guidebook put it, like a journey “into the unknown.” Perched on a hillside, it seemed much higher than its literal measurement of two hundred feet, and colder, windier, and wilder than anywhere else on the cliffs. And seemingly against logic, it offered complete exposure—air on four sides.

  Even today, experts warn about the physical demands of climbing the buttress (“forearm-pumping,” one kindly put it) combined with the mental demands of being in such an exposed position. So what was a sixty-year-old man doing hanging off its side?

  He had been the first, nearly a quarter of century before, to scale the rock buttress—wearing sneakers he bought at a five-and-dime store and tied into a dubious hemp rope knotted casually around his waist. Years passed before anyone else dared a second ascent. Even after several decades, when climbers sported specialized and far safer gear, the route remained a test piece entitling a climber to bragging rights.

  One climbing expert shook his head and marveled about the man, “His cojones are so big, he needs a bag to carry them in.” The man’s reputation continued to grow with the years. When climbers spotted him on the hiking trail below the cliffs, they murmured, elbowed each other, and pointed in excitement.

  “There he goes, that’s him.”

  “Is it? Are you sure?”

  “Yes, yes, see!”

  They looked closer.

  “It is! It is!”

  “That’s Hans Kraus!”

  Yet climbing was just one part of Kraus’s remarkable story. During the week, Hans Kraus led a separate life outside the mountains, which, if anything, was even more remarkable.

  Twenty-Nine Years Later

  In 1994, I had been recently elected to the American Alpine Club board of directors and was writing regularly for various adventure magazines. When the climbing magazine Rock and Ice asked me to write a feature on Hans Kraus (1905–1996), I was thrilled.

  A Shawangunks climber myself, I knew that the 5’6” Hans Kraus was a giant in the sport of rock climbing, first in his native Dolomites in Italy and then, after moving to the United States in 1938, in the world famous Shawangunk Mountains of New York. Little did I know that this was only a small part of his remarkable story.

  In 1963, Time magazine had compared Kraus to three towering scientific luminaries who changed human existence forever—the inventors of the polio vaccine, Jonas Salk and Albert Sabin, and the inventor of the smallpox vaccine, Edward Jenner. So what was Kraus’s remarkable medical breakthrough?

  The answer is startlingly simple:

  Exercise!

  It was Kraus, based on his landmark research during the 1940s at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in Manhattan, who was the first to identify the link between exercise and health. Exercise, he would explain in the 1950s to dubious audiences, plays a crucial role in almost all aspects of health. Lack of exercise causes many diseases, he would warn in the 1960s, citing obesity, high blood pressure, heart disease, arthritis, depression, diabetes, back pain, and many cancers. Exercise even cures some of these diseases, he would continue to skeptical looks, occasional guffaws, and, sometimes, outright laughter.

  Kraus also sadly predicted the current U.S. health crisis, epidemic obesity, which has dropped the U.S. life expectancy down to fiftieth in the world—below that of Jordan, Puerto Rico, and Bosnia and Herzegovina—despite state of the art U.S. medical diagnoses and treatments.1 By 2010, more than one-third of American adults were classified as obese, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention was conceding the long list of resulting health and economic consequences—just as Kraus had predicted half a century before.2

  In fact, in the 1950s Kraus had created sensation, controversy, and headlines across the country as he exhorted Americans to exercise. While Kraus is largely unknown to Americans today—except for the survivors among the thousands of his adoring former patients and fellow climbers—in his day, Kraus was big news. When President Eisenhower invited Kraus to the White House in 1955, the event was covered by the major newspapers and magazines (Sports Illustrated ran a feature, cover story, and two-page photographic spread). Throughout the rest of the 1950s, Kraus and his fitness campaign made front-page news—scoring yet another Sports Illustrated cover for August 1957.

  Yet not only did Americans resist Kraus’s exercise message—painfully clear today—amazingly, many declared themselves insulted. Some even went so far as to call Kraus a Nazi! (Ironic, considering that the Trieste-born Kraus was part Jewish and fled the Nazis for New York.)

  But until Kraus retired at age eighty-nine, his practice boomed, even though Kraus treated many for free—including friends, acquaintances, all climbers (whether he personally knew them or not), the building staff in his Manhattan office building, the building staff in his Manhattan apartment building, and as he put it simply, “anyone who needed my services but couldn’t afford them.” Kraus believed all his patients deserved equal treatment, and that included his “free patients” as well as his blue-chip roster of Nobel Prize–winning scientists, Olympic athletes, royalty, millionaires, movie stars, and U.S. presidents, including John F. Kennedy.

  Part of this book is the never before told story of Kennedy’s bad back, the cover-up that took place in the White House, Kraus’s impact on Kennedy and his presidency, and why this matters so much to Americans today.

  But the question demands to be asked: Why has it taken half a century for this story to emerge?

  Three men gave their word and they weren’t the type to break it.

  In 1961, Kraus and the other Kennedy White House doctors—Gene Cohen, Kennedy’s endocrinologist, and George Burkley, who became Kennedy’s Chief White House Physician—swore a vow of secrecy to Kennedy and to each other. They faithfully kept their word throughout their lives. They never spoke out about treating Kennedy during the last two years of his presidency—even when another doctor took credit for their achievements—and pulled off one of the most successful medical cover-ups in presidential history. They never even spoke out in the years after Kennedy’s death when grief-stricken, they watched silently as this other doctor successfully marketed her faux Kennedy medical credentials into a fabulously successful career.

  Before 1995, when I first started working with Kraus on this book, Kraus had never shown his White House medical records on Kennedy to anyone, not even his wife, Madi. With my encouragement, Madi has since donated these records to the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum in Boston, where they are now archived. Since then, the family of Dr. Gene Cohen has also donated documents to the Kennedy Library, corroborating and supporting Kraus’s records.

  This raises the question though: Does this matter?

  Is there meaning in Kennedy’s White House medical records beyond celebrity curiosity? Does the story of Kennedy’s presidential medical cover-up and Kraus’s treatment of Kennedy bear any importance to most people in the United States today?

  The answer, as you’ll see, is a resounding yes.

  While researching the Rock and Ice article, I realized that a 3,000-word magazine profile could never capture Hans Kraus’s complex and remarkable life. I vowed to write it as a book. My motivation, as you also will see in the book’s conclusion, was as much personal as literary. But first I had to make sense of Kraus’s seemingly two distinct lives in the mountains and in medicine.

  In the course of the ten years of researching and writing this book, I came to see that they were, in fact, two halves of a seamless whole. The glue was a searing boyhood tragedy that occurred when Kraus was sixteen years old.

  Pushing into the unknown, both in the mountains and in medicine, was Kraus’s way of making sense of the tragedy that happened when he was sixteen, dealing with his lifelong guilt, and creating meaning in his life: In the mountains, the physical and emotional commitment of hard climbing brought Kraus numbing relief from his emotional pain. In medicine, the satisfaction of healing other people’s physical pain brought him the closest that he knew he could ever come to finding something like atonement and redemption.

  When Hans Kraus died at age ninety, he was a fulfilled man leaving life on his own terms, lying in his own bed, surrounded by his family and wife of thirty-eight years, at peace, in control, knowing he touched the lives of thousands and thousands of people.

  Throughout it all, he never lost his trademark wit, verve, passion, or sense of purpose. Or his youthful zest of meeting challenges head on, chin up, eye-to-eye, with dignity and unswerving honesty . . . and the support of what those in climbing circles irreverently referred to as those big cojones.
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  PART I

  EUROPE 1878–1938


  CHAPTER 1

  RUDI’S SON

  1878–1921, the Habsburg Empire

  In the sunset glow of the Habsburg Empire, at the turn of the last century, a young man named Rudi Kraus sought his fortune. Nicknamed Schöne Rudi in his youth for his striking dark looks and strapping physique—schöne in German means beautiful—he was coming of age during exciting and unsettling times.

  The century of Rudi’s birth saw more sweeping, fundamental changes than all the previous centuries of human history combined. Telephones, telegraphs, photographs, and phonographs. Steam engines, automobiles, and electricity. X-rays that peered into the body and Freudian analysis that peered into the mind. New ideas such as Darwinism that rethought man’s place in nature, Marxism and socialism that rethought man’s place in society, and thermodynamics and electromagnetism that rethought man’s place in the universe.

  Ambitious young people felt that the rules of old Europe were changing and that new opportunities were out there for the smart, bold, or lucky. Rudi Kraus intended to be among them.

  Born in 1878 in a small town in the Sudetenland, Rudi had more than good looks going for him. An early championship bike racer, Rudi had won a race from Trieste to Vienna on a course of over 215 miles. But Rudi was as ambitious as he was athletic. Rudi’s father was a shopkeeper in Pilsen, but Rudi had bigger ideas. After high school, Rudi migrated to Fiume, a bigger city with bigger potential. There he found a job as a junior shipping clerk, saved his money, and dreamed of starting his own company.

  As was common practice of the time for university students and young professionals, Rudi rented a spare room in Fiume in the house of a local family of shopkeepers. His landlords, the Schlesingers, had a young daughter of marriageable age. Ella also happened to be smart, lively, practical, and pretty—all in all, an ideal life partner for a man like Rudi. It didn’t take long for the two young people to fall in love. Rudi and Ella married in 1904 and the next year moved to the “big city”—Trieste.

  Sometimes described as a cross between Vienna and Venice, the beautiful and moody Adriatic port city of Trieste was basking in its heyday as the crossroads of the Habsburg Empire. A designated “free port,” Trieste was the commercial hub for all of central Europe and Asia. Like other great cities in other times, it was prosperous and bustling with possibility.

  Karl Marx derided Trieste as a capitalist center teeming with a motley crew of speculators.1 But Trieste could happily thumb its nose back: renowned for political freedom and religious tolerance,* clean, safe, and socially progressive, the city was a proud melting pot of Italians, Germans, English, French, Greeks, Armenians, Jews, and whoever else in Mitteleuropa yearned for better fortunes and brighter futures. Among them were Rudi and Ella Kraus.

  The turn of the century was the time, and Trieste was the place tailor-made for Rudi, who was willing to put in long hours: six days a week, plus Sunday mornings too. Rudi soon acquired the style to accompany the substance. Even in the middle of the sticky Trieste summers, he was immaculately groomed in the tie, jacket, and boater hat proper for a Trieste gentleman. As shrewd as he was hardworking, Rudi managed to win valuable government contracts in a short, five-year span. Soon Rudi’s firm, Marittima, was among the leaders in Trieste’s shipping industry.

  Rudi’s family grew with his fortune. The oldest, Hans, was born in 1905, followed by Sisi in 1910. (The youngest, Franz, would be born in 1916, after the family moved to Zurich.) The children were robust, but Rudi and Ella worried about the health of their young brood all the same.

  They had good cause. In this era before vaccines and antibiotics, childhood mortality was tragically common. Parents on any continent dreaded a long list of terrifying, highly contagious, often fatal diseases—spinal meningitis, rheumatic fever, scarlet fever, whooping cough, encephalitis, diphtheria, cholera, smallpox, measles, influenza, croup, or just plain diarrhea. Statistics from America reflect a sad, universal reality: It was dangerous to be a young child during the early part of the last century. In the year that Hans was born, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that “in some U.S. cities, up to 30% of infants died before reaching their first birthday.”2

  The grim odds affected the rich and poor alike; both children of American turn-of-the-century president, William McKinley, died by age three.

  Terrified of illness, Rudi and Ella kept Hans away from other children and hired private tutors to teach him at home until he was eleven. His parents’ intentions were good, but as a child, Hans felt alone, isolated, and constrained.

  Earliest memories are supposed to be telling. Hans’s earliest memory was when he was four, sitting between his father and mother in their two-horse carriage, their Landauer, while the family was driving to a flying exhibition of the renowned French aerialist, Peugeot. Some other child might have felt snug and nurtured, nestled between his parents, listening to the clop-clop of the horses as the carriage gently swayed from side to side. Hans felt restless and restrained as he looked outside at the open fields and longed to run free.

  While Rudi was fiercely protective and controlling of his children, he was equally determined that they grow up tough and wise to life’s harsh possibilities. As he saw it, even though the mountains provided relaxation and recreation, they could also teach his children a valuable moral lesson. An accomplished hiker in his own right, Rudi decided that he would take Hans for his first hike in the mountains when his son was five. After a short while, the young boy asked his father for water.

  “You are not thirsty,” Rudi told him. They walked some more. A little further, Hans asked Rudi for food.

  “You are not hungry,” Rudi told him. They continued walking. A little further, Hans said he was hot and wanted to rest.

  “You are not hot, and you are not tired,” Rudi informed him.

  The adult Kraus appreciated his father’s lessons, saying: “This has become my modus operandi in life, and it has served me well: My father taught me that until you reach your goal, you don’t complain; you don’t mind discomfort or inconvenience. If you can’t keep going, keep going anyway.”

  But it was a tough hike for the child.

  Hans’s world, along with the rest of the planet, was about to change. By the spring of 1914, all of Europe was talking about the possibility of war. Still, many contemporary pundits insisted there was no danger: Europe had grown too symbiotic, too sane—they explained in speeches and writing—and too smart.

  Rudi wasn’t so sure.

  Early that year, Rudi used his shipping contacts to make arrangements to move his business and family to Zurich in case war broke out. Then on June 28, Serbian and Bosnian anarchists assassinated the heir to the Austro-Hungarian crown, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, while the royal couple was on their way to inspect troops in Sarajevo, the provincial capital of Serbia. The Great War was about to start in the Kraus family’s backyard.

  Amid great pomp, the nation’s largest imperial battleship carried the coffins draped in black cloth back to Vienna for burial. One of the stops along the way was Trieste. Rudi and Ella, along with the rest of the city, lined the streets to watch the funeral cortege and hung black crepe from their windows in respectful mourning of their dead royals.

  That night, Rudi packed the family suitcases, lined them up in the hall, and insisted his family wear their travel clothes at all times, even to bed. Not incidentally, Rudi had already transferred many assets to Swiss banks. When war broke out in August, thick fighting soon enveloped Trieste. But the Kraus family was ready. Already wearing their travel clothes they picked up their suitcases and drove to the train station.

  As the train pulled away, Hans looked out the window at the Austrian flag flying in the breeze. Soldiers were standing at attention, singing the Austro-Hungarian anthem, “God Save our Emperor, Austria will stand forever.”

  Kraus later said, dryly: “After World War I, ‘eternal Austria’ was carved up into different nationalities, and the Empire existed no more. That gave me a good indication of how short a period of time ‘forever’ could be.”

  At first, Hans was upset about leaving Trieste. However, he soon realized that Zurich was even closer to the mountains, and he delighted in his new surroundings. After school, he would scramble around by himself on the nearby hills, proudly returning with bruises and scratches.

  That winter, Rudi took his family on a hiking trip to the Garmisch section of the Bavarian Alps. While Ella stayed in the mountain hut with Sisi, Hans joined Rudi and two family friends on a climb of a 13,000-foot peak.

  The party left at dawn. Roped together, they traveled across a large glacier, climbing up a small rock chimney, traversing a ridge, and hiking up to the summit. From the top of the mountain, Hans looked over the valley below and gazed at layers of surrounding mountains fading into the horizon. “Wave after wave of mountains,” the ninety-year-old Kraus later recalled, smiling in utter happiness at the memory. “I knew the mountains were where I belonged.”

  Life for the Kraus family in Zurich continued to be comfortable and privileged, but as Hans grew older, he came increasingly under Rudi’s ever-critical eye. Rudi wanted to ensure that his oldest son spoke several languages. For Hans’s English tutor, Rudi hired a charming young Irishman with literary aspirations.

  Before the war, James Joyce had been teaching English to Rudi, Ella, and other wealthy Triestine. And like the Kraus family, Joyce had moved to Zurich after the war broke out.

  An English tutor by day, at night Joyce labored over his masterpiece, Ulysses (which would be published in 1922, but already, Joyce had come out with his collection of short stories, Dubliners, and a volume of poetry). Without any inkling that he was keeping company with a man who would become one of the world’s literary giants, Hans found Joyce to be an inspiring teacher. A talented linguist, Joyce devised entertaining grammar drills and conveyed a contagious enthusiasm for the classics. Throughout his life, Kraus could always recite by heart long passages from Dante’s Inferno that he had learned for his lessons with Joyce.

  Twice a week, Hans took his English lessons at Joyce’s apartment on the Zurich-Berg, where Joyce lived with his common-law wife, Nora, their son, Giorgio, and their daughter, Lucia. During the English lessons, Joyce—who already suffered from the eye problems that would blind him in the last decade of his life—often bathed his eyes with chamomile tea, which Lucia carried to her father in a teacup.

  When Hans asked Joyce about writing, the tutor passed along this advice: “It’s like writing a chord in music, Hans. Suppose I write in chapter one about a man who has kidney disease, and sometime later in the book I write about a person who is kicked in the kidney, and then later about someone who eats kidneys. Now I’ve made a chord.”

  Joyce also instructed the young boy in the importance of observing the people around him. It was another lesson the older Kraus never forgot and would often apply. Patients and other doctors would often shake their heads in astonishment at how much insight Kraus gleaned by just observing a patient. But it began with Joyce; the creator of Ulysses also helped create the character of Kraus.

  “You must observe people all the time,” the adult Kraus recalled Joyce advising the young boy. “When I travel on a trolley car or walk down the street, I always carry a little notebook. I write down items like, ‘Obese woman with flowered hat hugs pocketbook,’ or, ‘Gaunt man fiddles with cigarette but doesn’t light it.’ I have millions of little episodes like that which I later use in my writing.”

  Kraus loved recounting his days with Joyce to listeners who would invariably make a comment along the lines of, “Amazing! Just think, James Joyce taught you English!” This was the conversational opening that Kraus waited for.

  Pausing for effect, Kraus would exaggerate his accent and quip, “Yah, boot he didn’t do zush a goot chob, dit he!”

  When World War I ended, the Austro-Hungarian Empire broke up into several small nation-states. The new geographic and political landscape knocked away Trieste’s previous commercial advantages and soon ended the city’s prominence. Rudi moved Marittima’s headquarters from Zurich to Vienna, although he wisely kept his money in Swiss banks, believing that Switzerland would be more politically stable than Austria and trusting more in its future. It was yet another shrewd move on Rudi’s part that preserved his fortune from the devastating hyperinflation of the Austrian economy in the 1920s.

  During this period, as the Kraus family fortune continued to grow, Hans’s life as a teenager was privileged and, in many ways, idyllic. The Kraus family lived in a mansion formerly owned by Habsburg royalty, staffed by many servants, in the elite district near the Schönbrunn Palace. The family house had a music room, an exercise room, a library, and a dining room so large that the table seated twenty-four. After school, Hans played in the surrounding woods and took lessons in music and sports. On weekends, the family hiked or skied.

  And Hans had a secure future carefully orchestrated by his father. Proud of building Marittima from scratch, Rudi had foreordained that his oldest son would follow in his footsteps and build a commercial shipping dynasty. To help prepare Hans for his future business career, Rudi decided that Hans should learn to type and that Rudi should be the one to teach him. Of those typing lessons, Kraus recalled, “My father would dictate business letters to me, and invariably, I made mistakes. He used to be so rough on me. I dreaded those typing sessions so much that in all my life, I never learned to type.”

  Nonetheless, Rudi was not a man to be deterred. He had it all set: Hans would learn typing, and then he would learn the shipping business from the ground up, as Rudi had done. One day, Rudi told his son proudly, Marittima would be his.

  The only problem with Rudi’s grand plan was Hans.

  ______________

  * While anti-Semitism was widespread throughout Europe in the nineteenth century, it was virtually nonexistent in Trieste. Many prominent Trieste families were Jewish, as were an unusually high percentage of the city’s leaders.


  CHAPTER 2

  DEATH IN THE MOUNTAINS

  Summer of 1921, the Austrian Alps

  When Hans reached high school, Rudi made sure his son was enrolled mostly in business courses. But Hans was bored with the subject, and his grades were poor. Not one to let details get in the way of his desire, Rudi hired various private tutors for Hans. None did much good, except one.

  Dr. Schmidt, Hans’s science tutor, was a recent medical school graduate and a dashing former lieutenant in the mountain troops. To Hans, it seemed there was everything about his new mentor to adore and emulate. And to Hans’s surprise, he soon found he enjoyed science. Kraus said: “I started studying science much more than necessary and began to read medical books whenever I could. I grew convinced I wanted to study medicine, but I hadn’t the courage to tell my father.”

  It was the summer of 1921. That fall, Hans would embark on his business career with Marittima. In what Rudi and Ella intended as sixteen-year-old Hans’s last carefree moment of youth, they allowed him to spend the summer hiking and climbing with his friends in the Austrian Alps, at a summer camp for teenagers called Wandervogel.

  As an adult, late in his life, Kraus had little interest in photos. But that summer he developed a strong interest in photography. At the Wandervogel camp, he constantly snapped photos with a small Kodak camera he had received as a Christmas gift—photos of the hut where the teenagers stayed, the mountains and lawns outside, and various scenes inside the hut, including hiking shoes and gear neatly lined up on shelves, and guitars and ropes hanging side by side on wooden pegs.

  Hans also shot photos of his friends, posed and candid, picnicking and at play. The photos froze them in their moment of vitality. In the sepia tones of the early 1920s, they were young and infinite possibilities stretched ahead of them. In one photo, there was Hans’s good friend, Marcus—dark and wiry, looking older than eighteen in the fuzziness of eighty-year-old photos. In another, there was Hans—handsome and confident, with thick, dark, wavy hair and muscular legs.

  Even though Hans was the youngest at camp, the climbs were easy for him, and he chafed to try something harder. One day he suggested to Marcus, “Let’s make a climb alone, something hard, just the two of us.” Marcus was thrilled. The boys decided to try a peak that they thought looked particularly high and hard.

  Together, they set off for the mountain on a beautiful morning in high spirits. Typical teenagers, they started by racing each other uphill from the mountain hut. Remembering, Kraus commented dryly, “Our equipment was really terrific.” On the mountain, for footwear Hans wore espadrilles, and Marcus wore socks. The boys carried a rope but didn’t have pitons or any other way of anchoring the rope to the rock.

  At the base of the mountain, Hans tied into one end of the rope, Marcus into the other. The boys agreed that if the leader fell, the other would try to catch him by yanking the rope tight and bracing against the rock.

  It was an absurdly dangerous arrangement, but they were boys with a sense of immortality and a thrill for pushing limits. Looking back, Kraus said: “It was unconscionable; completely irresponsible. But you do stupid things when you’re young.”

  It turned out not to matter. Hans, as was his wont, led every pitch. The boys climbed so quickly that it wasn’t even noon when they summited and rappelled down to a ridge connecting a neighboring peak. From there, they congratulated each other, rested, and basked in the glow of a successful climb.

  As they caught their breath, the boys looked across the ridge to a mountain that was higher and steeper than the one they had just climbed. It looked enticingly close, and as far as they knew, it was still unclimbed. The day had barely begun. There was plenty of time.

  Before packing to leave, Hans pulled his camera out of his rucksack and snapped several photos of Marcus on the ridge. Then they set off for the next mountain.

  As before, Hans led every pitch. He didn’t mind the extra risk that comes with leading a climb; if anything, he was exhilarated by it.

  If a leader falls, the fall is likely to be long and often hard. The rule of thumb is that the leader falls twice the distance to the closest point where the rope is attached to the rock, plus an additional couple of feet due to rope stretch—assuming that the crude ropes of Hans’s youth didn’t snap and break.

  A lead climber who falls ten feet up from a belay point could easily fall nearly thirty feet—and hit the rock hard. In contrast, when a climber following the pitch falls, the distance is usually short—a couple of inches, or a foot or two—since the rope runs above his head. Often, the fall is soft, with little danger of injury.

  Why would anyone want to lead when it is so much safer to follow a climb? Some choose to do it because it is the leader who is in charge of the climb, who makes virtually all the decisions, and according to the consensus in climbing, enjoys most of the emotional and psychic rewards. In climbing circles, a climber does not truly ascend a route until he or she has led it.

  With Hans leading, the boys continued to make good time. However, on the last pitch before the summit, when Hans reached the end of the rope, the only spot he could find to belay was unusually cramped. When Marcus climbed up to the spot, the boys found it awkward to switch places to recoil the rope.

  Hans was tied into the rope end that lay at the bottom of the heap of rope. Marcus was tied into the rope end that lay on the top. It seemed far easier and sensible for Marcus to climb first. For the first time, Marcus started up on lead.

  The rock above bulged out slightly. Hans soon lost sight of his friend as Marcus surmounted the bulge and climbed higher, although Hans could still hear Marcus, and could tell by the rope paying out that Marcus was making steady progress upwards.

  Kraus recalled: “I leaned my head against the rock. The sun was hot. I was getting a little tired. My mouth was dry. Marcus seemed to have gotten into difficult rock, because I heard him pant. Then he called down, ‘It’s very hard, but I’ll try it. In a few more meters, I’ll be at the next ledge and then it’s easy going to the top.’”

  Kraus paused before continuing. “All of a sudden I heard a scream. Then a terrific crash. A rock must have broken loose. Blocks of rock were falling down. The rock must have been overhanging, because the blocks fell far out from me. Then there was a smell I’ll never forget: nauseating, acrid, like sulfur.”

  “I saw a rock falling down. And I saw Marcus falling down, too, straight over my head.”

  “I called out to him, ‘I can hold you, Marcus; I can hold you!’”

  “But the rope kept pulling through my hands, until maybe ninety or one hundred feet of rope was out. And it kept pulling. The end of the rope yanked out of my hands and fell down the mountain. Then I was alone on the mountain.”

  Before the boys started up the mountain, they discussed two possible ways for getting down: either they could rappel down using their rope, or else, from the summit they would look for an easy route down a less steep section of the mountain. Now trapped beneath the summit without a rope, neither option was possible for Hans.

  To descend a mountain without a rope is dangerous and difficult. It is always harder to see footholds from above than below, always much harder to climb down than up. But Hans tried not to let himself dwell on this, lest he move nervously and slip. One thing was clear to him: If he was to get down the mountain alive, he had to remain calm, confident, and in control. Other than that, he had no idea what to do.

  He knew his situation was terrible. He tried not to think about what might have happened to Marcus.

  But even as he tried to push the thoughts out of his mind, they kept crowding in as he stood there alone on a narrow mountain ledge, stranded several hundred feet above the ground. All he could keep thinking, again and again was: Surely he wasn’t meant to die today? Not him, and not on a beautiful summer day like this.

  Surely if he was going to die, wouldn’t he know it beforehand? Wouldn’t something big and momentous happen to let him know, to mark such a significant event taking place on the planet? Wouldn’t he see the skies darken, thunder crash, lightning flash, and epic rain and ice storms pour down?

  As the teenager looked out from his belay ledge, high on the mountain, he felt the soothing warmth of the sun on his skin and saw peaceful blue skies with puffy clouds floating softly by. He couldn’t help but think: Death couldn’t possibly come so quickly, without warning, without reason, on a day like today, for someone so young and strong as he was.

  And then he remembered: or for Marcus, for that matter. Surely Marcus was okay; surely his fall wasn’t that bad.

  Maybe he imagined what he saw. Maybe it was a joke. Maybe it was the glare of the sun. Maybe, he thought hopefully, remembering stories he heard from his parents after they had returned from a trip visiting the pyramids in Egypt—for they were avid travelers, like many wealthy Triestine—maybe, maybe it was all a mirage.

  Hans remembered being a nine-year-old boy in his parent’s house in Trieste, looking into a mirror in his parents’ bedroom and suddenly being struck by the knowledge that he was separate from his parents, that he was alive, and that one day, as incredible as it seemed to him, one day he would die. It was a terrifying realization for the boy. For a long time, he tried to avoid that mirror.

  He knew he couldn’t keep thinking like this; he wouldn’t get down if he did. He took a deep breath, shook out his arms, and willfully emptied his mind so it was blank of all thought.

  Of the terrible day, Kraus said: “It was like I was under self-hypnosis. I had the strange feeling it wasn’t me who was there, but someone else. It was as though I was sitting on one of the other peaks, looking down, telling this other person what to do: ‘You need to throw down your rucksack, now your ice axe, now you do this, you do that, and so on.’ I did these things without thinking.”

  Hans didn’t remember much more about his descent. Somehow, he made his way down the mountain. As he drew closer to the base of the mountain, he could make out the form of his rucksack, and a little further away, the ice axe he had thrown down from his belay ledge near the summit. Then he noticed his friend. Marcus was lying nearby quietly, as though waiting for him.

  “Marcus was lying on his back with his head down the slope,” Kraus remembered. “Or what was left of his head. Everything was bashed in. There was blood everywhere. I called his name and pressed my ear to his chest. There was no sound, no heartbeat, no movement. His skin was warm from the sun.”

  Kraus closed his eyes as he remembered, seventy-five years later: “I can still see that day like it was yesterday. The blue sky. The white clouds.”

  Death had come after all on that perfect summer day. It hadn’t picked Hans but Marcus, who happened to be the leader on a section of cliff with loose rock, and who happened to be leading because his section of rope came out on top.

  It was almost as though the boys had unwittingly drawn lots, and nature hadn’t even bothered to look up and notice.

  It was getting late, and Hans knew he had to leave. The most dangerous part was behind him, but he had a long way to go to reach camp before dark. After a few hours of hiking, he reached a small lake where he stopped to drink deeply. For the first time he noticed his hands. They were one big oozing wound; the rope had burned off the skin and cut down to bone.

  It was twilight when Hans neared the mountain hut that he had left that morning with Marcus. In the soft, dream-like light of the gloaming, he could make out the figures of three of his Wandervogel friends sitting outside on a bench joking. As he walked closer, they started to shout a raucous hello, then stopped and drew silent, as they saw him alone, bloody, and distraught. “They looked quizzically, then the awful question came into their eyes. They didn’t even have to say anything. I had nothing to say. I just nodded,” Kraus remembered.

  The next day they walked down to the closest village and reported the accident to the gendarmes. Kraus recalled: “At the police station, I was questioned to make sure I hadn’t killed Marcus, pushed him off the mountain or something. It was a village holiday, with lots of merrymaking, but everywhere we went, people grew quiet, because they had heard something terrible had happened.”

  Hans led his friends and the police back to the spot at the base of the mountain. As he left it, there was his rucksack and his camera, with the pictures he had taken of Marcus the day before. There too was Marcus’s body. The older Kraus recalled sadly: “It was another perfect summer day. More blue skies and sunshine.”

  The gendarmes had brought a hay basket for Marcus’s body, but the basket was small, and Marcus’s feet dangled over the side. Whenever the cart hit a bump, Marcus’s feet beat a tattoo against the side of the basket. The next day, they buried Marcus by the village church. Kraus recalled: “It was a very beautiful spot by a waterfall. The villagers brought flowers, and we strew them on his coffin.”

  For the rest of his life, Kraus would break his life into two parts: “Before Marcus” and “After Marcus.”


  CHAPTER 3

  SCARS

  1921–1922, Trieste, Vienna, and the Austrian Alps

  Marcus’s death was always with Kraus, although not because of physical scars. Those healed surprisingly fast.

  The injuries from Marcus’s death gave Hans his first opportunity to rebel against the medical establishment. After the village doctor examined Hans’s torn hands, he applied heavy bandages up to the teenager’s elbows and shook his head gravely. “You need to leave these bandages on for at least several weeks. Try to move your hands as little as possible. You want them to be still so they can heal as best they can. And have your parents take you to a doctor in Vienna to remove the bandages.

  “Even so, I’m sorry to tell you this, young man, but your cuts are too deep. Your hands will never heal completely, and you will never regain full use of your hands.”

  Hans stared at the doctor in shock. Never heal? His hands useless? Both of them? He was only sixteen. How could this be happening to him? How could he do his sports? How could he climb?

  He didn’t want to believe the doctor; he refused to believe the doctor. Maybe he was just being a stubborn teenager, blind to reality. But the doctor had to be wrong, he had to be, Hans told himself.

  An inner voice called out: Believe him, you fool. He’s a doctor; you’re just a young idiot.

  But a line-up of other inner voices quickly chimed in: You do sports all the time, one kept insisting, think, think, haven’t you grown convinced that the body is meant to move . . . needs to move?

  Another voice butted in: Yeah, what about common sense? If the body needs to move, then wouldn’t movement be needed for health? Huh, doesn’t that follow?

  Another voice: What about your athlete’s intuition? Isn’t it telling you that if you need movement for health, then you also need movement for healing?

  The thoughts kept pushing around in his mind as Hans returned home from the Wandervogel camp, distraught over his bandaged, crippled hands and grieving for his dead friend Marcus. He couldn’t do anything about Marcus, but what about his hands?

  After a few days of furiously crying and staring at his bandages, he heard a new inner voice, louder than the others: Anyway, what do you have to lose? Think about that! The doctor told you that your hands are permanently ruined anyway. Why bother listening to him?

  What did he have to lose? The teenager decided to disregard the village doctor. Defiantly, in desperation, he prescribed his own treatment—not based on a heavy cast, but on movement. He would bathe his torn hands in warm salt water, put them through gentle stretching several times a day, and undertake the unorthodox therapy of learning to play the guitar—an instrument he wanted to try anyway—because of the finger and hand limbering motions.

  In a few weeks, Hans’s hands were healed. It also turned out that the village doctor was even more than wrong. Not only did Hans regain full use of his hands, but for the rest of his life, he was known for remarkable hand strength; climbing partners continuously commented about it. One of Kraus’s last patients was shocked to see the eighty-eight-year-old doctor deliver his trademark “trigger-point injections” with such stunning hand force that she doubted most thirty-year-old doctors could duplicate. When Sports Illustrated ran Kraus’s obituary in March of 1996, the magazine titled it “The Hands of Hans.”

  Despite the growing friction with Rudi, it didn’t occur to Hans to hide the story from his parents when he returned to Vienna—even if he could have explained away the foot-high bandages he had come home with. His parents’ loving reception surprised him, and he was grateful that on top of his guilt he didn’t have to deal with grief and disappointment from his parents. Or from Marcus’s parents.

  “In a way, I was very lucky,” Kraus explained. “Marcus’s mother had died years before. When I got back to our camp, I found a telegram for Marcus telling him that his father had died suddenly.”

  Marcus had no other relatives except for a distant uncle. A few months after the accident, Marcus’s uncle came by the Kraus house, asking for Hans. “He wanted to find out about that day. I told him what happened. Then he went away, and I never heard from him again,” Kraus said.

  Even before Marcus’s death, Hans had thought he wanted to be a doctor, but afterward he knew for sure. He saw it as a way to help people and atone for Marcus. But when Hans finally screwed up his courage to tell Rudi, he found that his father wasn’t about to give up his dynastic dreams easily—especially since doctoring in that time and place was neither particularly prestigious nor well paid. Rudi insisted: “You don’t even know what my work is really about. You don’t even have to stay here in Vienna. It will take your mind off what happened. You can go to Trieste, work in my office there, and see for yourself. Someday you will take my place.”

  It is always hard to confront a parent, but particularly so when you are an emotionally devastated sixteen-year-old, and your father is as determined and imposing as Rudi Kraus. That September, Hans dutifully obeyed his father.

  From the first day, Hans found the office work tedious and meaningless. In his memory, everything about that fall was bleak—the weather, the countryside, his mood, his work. Evenings in his small rented room he stayed up late, writing depressing poetry and reading Otto Spengler’s Decline of the West, jotting in the book margins comments like, “The history of mankind does not seem more important than the history of rats.”

  Weekends were his salvation, when Hans hiked by himself in the countryside. One time, he found an abandoned tower on cliffs overlooking the Adriatic. Inside, stairs led to the top, where he found a small room. Opening a window, Hans saw a foot-wide parapet outside. Edging his way slowly out onto it, he sat for some time, then cautiously stood up and pressed his back hard against the wall.

  Finally, he inched forward, away from the wall. Then he took a deep breath and inched forward again until he wasn’t touching the wall, and his toes curled over the side.

  He told himself his reasons were strictly practical—it would be good training to overcome any fear of exposure he might have suffered from the accident with Marcus. He really should do this, he told himself.

  But as he stood there on the parapet, he realized that again he thrilled to the height and exposure. And he realized, too, that something else was going on. For the first time since the accident, he felt like his former self—confident, calm, and in control. He felt the first surge of happiness since the accident, and his first surge of hope.

  He knew now he still belonged in the mountains, and that somehow, although it wasn’t going to be easy, he would find a way to live with his guilt.

  The fall of 1921 passed miserably for Hans in Trieste, but he dreaded returning home to Vienna for the Kraus family’s annual Christmas celebration. It was a time Hans usually loved: The big house was decorated festively for the holidays; Ella and the cook turned out enormous quantities of rich Viennese pastries with chocolate, chestnuts, and custards. The family sang carols and played music around the Christmas tree; everyone in the Kraus family was musical—Hans and Franz played the violin, Ella and Sisi the piano, and Rudi the cello.

  The problem was that Hans couldn’t put off confronting his father any longer. Before the family began their celebration, Hans summoned up the courage to ask Rudi to take a walk with him. As the snow fell gently upon them, Hans told his father that he had tried working in the office, but he still hated business and still wanted to be a doctor.

  His father’s reaction was everything Hans had feared: a mix of outrage over what he was convinced was his son’s immaturity and shortsighted stubbornness, and also bitter disappointment over the dashing of his own long-held, personal dream to build a prosperous business that he would pass proudly on to the next generation.

  “You stupid boy, you’ll see, you’ll starve as a doctor!” his father had shouted, furious at Hans. “You’ll get no help from me! If you want it, you do it on your own! You’ll see! You’ll starve!”

  It was a very sad Christmas. Hans’s mother cried, and his father walked around tight faced and grim, barely speaking to anyone for weeks.

  The next year was equally bleak. Hans hadn’t taken the liberal arts and science courses that he needed for entrance into the University of Vienna medical school. He needed to go back to night school, but this cost money, which wasn’t forthcoming from Rudi. So Hans got a day job as a translator in a car export business to pay for his evening classes.

  That year, it seemed to Hans that he did nothing but work during the day and study at night. But there was a bright side. Hans loved night school, and particularly any course in science.

  Kraus said: “I really worked my ass off, I must say. At the end of the year, when I brought home my report card to my father, I showed him: A, A, A, A. In every course, I got an A. Literature, algebra, Latin, whatever. When my father saw these examination results, he was overwhelmed. Finally, he realized that becoming a doctor was something I wanted badly. He still thought I would starve, but he relented and accepted my decision. To this day, that is one of the things I’m proudest of.”


  CHAPTER 4

  DASHING YOUNG HERR DOKTOR KRAUS

  1922–1930, Vienna

  Hans Kraus was now happily studying at the University of Vienna medical school; looking at him then, one could see little of a young man beset by fears or doubts. Kraus in his twenties cut a dashing figure—handsome, intense, and literally dashing too. It seemed that Kraus was perpetually in motion, dashing between classes and the gym—for Kraus always worked out, no matter how long his days—and dashing sometimes to a concert or the opera.

  A snapshot of Kraus taken during this period might catch him dashing about on his motorcycle—his usual mode of transportation, even for house calls or getting into the mountains to ski or climb during precious weekend free time. Kraus joked that he made the first “motorcycle ascent” of many alpine roads. Climbing partners sitting behind him gripped the seat, eyes big. For all his life, Kraus was a notoriously and self-admittedly abominable driver.
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