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THE NORTH FACE OF THE EIGER 
BY KURT DIEMBERGER 

TRANSLATED BY HuGH MERRICK 

'It is not only the beautiful which we seek ; the tremendous 
draws us irresistibly.' 

N THE midst of a countryside teeming with life, above the pastures 
of Alpiglen, a monstrous mountain shape goes winging darkly to the 
sky, silent, grim, and foreign to its surroundings. The full light of 

the sun hardly ever penetrates the hollow shell of the North face, which 
lifts straight from the green meadows, a wall of rock and ice and debris, 
six thousand feet sheer to the snowy summit ridge. 

The Eiger is a tremendous mountain. The tiny people at its foot 
have little conception of its size. Mosf of them are familiar with the 
tale of its past victims, with its perils, but little more; the rest know the 
story too, but are still drawn somehow to get to grips with its primaeval 
might, where it is best to be savoured and understood on the climb 
up that mighty Face. It is a hard road to its very end. When they come 
back from the summit, they know they will never climb the Face again, 
nor counsel another to climb it. And yet, later when they stand again 
at the foot of that dark and dreadful \¥all, watching the clouds drifting 
lazily up it to the summit they know for certain that they had to go 
that difficult way; something beyond description had drawn them 
irresistibly into the lure of the Eiger's North Face the lure of that 
mountain wall, which has no equal anywhere. 

* * * * 
Wolfgang Stefan and I had pitched our small tent hard under the 

first slabs of the Face at 6,560 ft. so as to have our base camp as close 
as possible to its foot. From there we could only see the huge icicles 
which hang down the brownish-grey cliffs from below the ' Spider', 
the highest of the ice-fields, by craning our necks far backwards. The 
summit is so far above that we could not see it at all. 

During our preparations for the climb a thousand thoughts and 
questions passed through our minds where will our first bivouac be? 
Will the weather hold ? How many days should we bargain for ? The 
first party ever to climb the Face Heckmair, Vorg, l{asparek and 
Harrer must have had similar thoughts, twenty years ago, before they 
committed themselves to the hazardous venture. The only difference
and a pretty considerable one was that, in their case, they knew no body 
had ever got safely back from the attempt. 
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Since then, the Face has been climbed several times; many have lost 
their lives on it; we knew the history of the North Face well enough and 
made our preparations accordingly. We had selected only the lightest 
and best equipment, fleece-jackets, a perlon tent-sack, aluminium snap
links, a bivouac-cooker, six ice and eighteen rock-pitons, two axes and, 
not by any means least, our strong anti-stonefall helmets. Though we 
had thought of absolutely everything, an increasing measure of tension 
took possession of us towards evening a familiar manifestation, 
experienced before many a big climb in the past. Overhead lay a clear 
blue sky ... why should anything go \iVrong this particular time ? · 

The silent Face was now bathed in the light of the setting sun. The 
blue shadows crept slowly up towards the summit. At last there was 
only the dark bulk of the mountain overhead. We retired to the tent 
for the few hours that remained before the start. 

Zero hour. We moved across the dew-drenched grass, to the snow-
field that marks the foot of the climb, under a clear star-spangled sky. · 
Wolfgang, who knew the way as far as the Hinterstoisser Traverse from 
his experience of the Face the previous year, remembered the details of 
the approach to that point well enough. With the aid of a miner's 
head-lamp and a torch we climbed slowly over rocky steps and ledges. 
Their light continually illuminated the blackness of the night, focusing 
in its pale radiance a few more yards of rock or a patch of snow. It was 
a strange, almost spectral, ascent through the darkness. 

After a long time a narrow band of light showed on the rim of th~ 
world, gro\¥ing broader and broader; then a red glow suffused the sky 
and it was day. The first rays of the sun reached us just as we were 
climbing the feature known as ' The Difficult Crack '. Soon afterwards 
we were at the Hinterstoisser Traverse. The rocks hereabouts were 
scored absolutely white in places by the innumerable falling stones; it 
must be a terrible spot later in the day, when the rocks above are warmed 
by the sun. At the time, it was uncannily quiet there, but we knew it 
couldn't last much longer and that speed was the first essential. 

We hung far out on the traversing-rope which our friends Brandler, 
Raditschnig and Noichl had left in place there on their previous un.: 
successful attempt. This exposed traverse is nearly 130 ft. long, and 
points a marvellous contrast between the meadows smiling up from 
below and the dark icy wall overhead. We clitnbed a crack and reached 
the Swallow's Nest, an airy but comfortable niche, \vhere we stopped 
to put on our crampons. We looked at our watches; it was 7.30 a.m. 

We started up the polished steepness of the First Icefield, on whose 
tough and difficult ice we made slower progress than we had expected; 
but the field is short and very soon we were on the slabby rocks over 

' 

which the Second Icefield is reached. Wolfgang moved up over the' 
holdless roof -like surface by sheer friction and balancing technique; 
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at last he managed to find a place in which to fix a belaying-piton and 
I was able to go up to join him. We hoped it would be easier up the ice 
to the right; but the shields of ice overlaying the rock made a dull 
droning noise as I worked my way over towards the gully, protected 
by an indispensable ice-piton. Then we moved on up the steep groove 
to the Second Icefield. Just as I was hacking a hold out of the ice, the 
first stone went whizzing close by my head, and another immediately 
afterwards. So here it was ... the notorious stone-fire of the North 
face had opened up . 

. We pressed on towards the upper rim of the Second Icefield with 
all decent haste. Once w~ had reached it, we worked our way along 
to the left, using consecutive rock features as cover against the con
tinually increasing bombardment of falling stones. The prominent 
rocky head of the ' Flatiron ' has been in sight for a long time, but our 
progress towards it was imperceptible; for we had badly underestimated 
the extent of the Second Icefield from below. As we were climbing it, 
I was hit in the face by a stone; I escaped any serious injury and 
suffered nothing more than the shock, but V.fe now stepped up our 
exertions to the utmost, so as to get as quickly as possible off this 
damnably dangerous field of ice. 

We found hand-holds on the icy rim of the ice-field's sculptured edge 
hard up against the rock; jamming our feet against the surface of the 
ice, we balanced across like acrobats. After a last dangerous traverse 
we stood on the rocky arete of the' Flatiron ';it was close on 4.30 p.m., 
and we stopped to rest and eat under a little overhanging rock-ledge, 
for we were not likely to get much further today. Yet in all human 
probability we ought to reach the summit tomorrow if only the weather 
would hold! · 
. Anxiously we watched the tatters of cloud moving up on to the Face 
all around us, growing, dissolving disappearing into nothing. It 
looked as if the spirits of the air were carrying out a bizarre, fluctuating 
dance. in the void all about us, accompanied by the thousand voices of 
the Eiger's face, starting with the high almost baying whistle of the 
small stones to the dull hum and roar of the larger and the largest 
lumps. And somewhere overhead we could hear the splash of water as 
it fell down a cliff .... 

Time to push on 1 We still had the Third Icefield ahead of us before 
we could reach the protecting rocks of the' Ramp '. We were not too 
keen about leaving our nice little sheltered spot; and this time we had 
to cross the open expanse right in its centre because the upper rim was 
too far away. The view down into the abyss from the Third Icefield 
is stupendous, the inclination even greater than that of the other two
probably a good 55°. We cut steps all the way across to the rocks of 
the ' Ramp ' and there we rested, for at last we needed no longer to 
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expect an unsolicited gift from overhead at any moment. As we moved 
quickly on up the rocks of the' Ramp ' for the most part easy going
darkness caught us unawares. We climbed on a little way by the light 
of our lamps, till we found a small rock-step, large enough to sit on, 
where we decided to spend the night. We banged in a couple of 
belaying pitons, prized out. some uncomfortably sharp stones with our 
axes, and started the cookery business. Before pulling the perlon 
covering over us we took one more look down into the depths. It was 
a dream-picture, with the lights of Grindelwald twinkling up at us from 
8,ooo ft. below. Then we stretched our weary limbs in the bivouac. 

* * * * 

Mists clung to the rocks of the Eiger's face; everything was grey. 
Water dripped down all the walls. We were shut in by a dull, dead 
stillness, for the mist absorbed every sound. Shivering, we worked our 
way up over slithery rock, close to snow and water-ice. The water of 
a torrent in the chimney we had climbed just after leaving our bivouac 
had soaked us to the skin. Our fleece jackets had become cold com
presses. It was very uncomfortable. 

It had begun to snow gently as we searched for the crack leading up 
to the Traverse of the Gods a feature somewhat difficult to locate. 
The large photograph of the Face, which we had with us, stood us in 
good stead here, at a time when we could only recognise objects in the 
immediate vicinity. It took us some time to find the crack and make 
our way up it to the traverse, which here provides a narrow ' path ' 
across to the Spider, above a truly horrific drop. Rope's length upon 
rope's length we followed the ledge as it disappeared into the mists just 
ahead of us; loose stones or a soft, slightly slippery deposit continually 
exacted unusual caution as we moved forward. Suddenly a steep snow
slope loomed up and a kind of cauldron lay before us. We had reached 
the Spider. 

In continually varying visibility, we climbed a snow-rib and then 
moved up diagonally over steep ice towards the point where we guessed 
the couloir, which leads on to the summit, must begin. Occasional 
fragments came whistling down, but it was nothing like as bad as it had 
been on the Second Icefield. After a little indecision we decided on a 
branch of the couloir which looked possible; and almost at once a 
couple of old pitons confirmed that our choice had been correct. The 
fog was thick enough to cut with a knife. We made our way up the 
bed of the precipitous rift over ice and loose rock, till suddenly progress 
became impossible. Above our heads a great overhang jutted like a 
balcony, further to the left a repulsive-looking crack went winging up, 
with a rocky pillar at its side could we be meant to go up there? it 
looked almost beyond possibility. We tried it, without the least 
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,..fhc route. The photograph omits the first 6oo-7oo n1etres \vhich involve 
difficultv. 
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3. Difficult crack. 
4· Hinterstoisser traverse. 
5. First Ice Field. 
6. Second Ice Field. 
7· Flat-iron rib. 
8. l'hird Ice Field. 

9· Bivouac, August s-6. 
1 o. Traverse of the gods . 
I 1. The Spider. 
I 2. Final cracks . 
13. Sumtnit ice-slope. 
14. Sumn1it. 
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success. Meanwhile, it had begun to snow heavily. We tried again, 
with no more success than before. We were becoming desperate. It 
was afternoon by now and every quarter of an hour was precious if we 
were not to have to bivouac again, a prospect which appalled us. Why 
couldn't we make any progress? We must have strayed from the 
proper route .... 

We climbed down again, traversed to the right around a rocky edge 
and found it would go there all right; but our howler in that cui de sac 
had lost us two precious hours. 

Then began a race with the clock, for we just couldn't face another 
bivouac in that weather. We climbed as if possessed, our crampons 
digging into the bed of the gulley, scratting for holds in the icy slabs; 
we gasped our way up an overhang. Then we were at the foot of the 
smooth slabs of a steep an~te; to the left of us the profile of a small 
pulpit. Perhaps it would go better over there ? Sure enough, we 
found an abseil-ring and from it roped diagonally downwards to the 
start of yet another couloir, with a waterfall pouring down it. Never 
mind that! Up into it, so long as we can only gain height. Our 
numbed fingers dug for holds under the mush of snow produced by the 
water and deposits of sleety hail, as we pressed on with chattering teeth, 
up and up and up. It was 7 p.m. by now and uncommonly dark. On 
and on, in the dusk, over brittle slabs, snow-patches, more slabs . . . 
endlessly on and on, up and up. 

What was that a shout? Nonsense: pure imagination. But there 
it was again, definitely a shout from up above. It must be from the 
summit; it couldn't be so far, then! We thought we recognised 
Herbert Raditschnig's voice, and yelled back into the mists overhead. 
Yes, it was our friends Raditschnig and Lothar Brandler, who had 
climbed to the summit to await our arrival. 

Our joy at finding ourselves so near the summit was mixed inextric
ably with our pleasure over their friendly action, which linked us to 
them though we could not even see them. It was grand to know that 
we were no longer alone. All the time we were climbing the final ice
slope, belaying one another with undiminished care, we were exchanging 
shouts with our friends on top. Then suddenly a silhouette loomed out 
of the grey mirk,- quite close to us it was Herbert. We shook hands 
and were soon clasping those of Lothar and their Swiss companions. 
Well, we were on top, and there would not have to be a second night 
out on the Face! 

It was 7·45 p.m. and obviously too late to get off the mountain that 
night; but that didn't worry us we could sit down somewhere on the 
descent to rest. And while our friends were getting ready, Wolfgang 
and I went along the level ridge to the near-by summit, which did not 
take very long, and there we shook hands again. We could see nothing 
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.all about us but the grey dusk, and the little crest of snow on which 
we were standing. But we were very happy. 

The North face of the Eiger ... we had done it. We grinned happily 
at each other. Forgotten were all our exertions, forgotten all the 
weariness, forgotten the cold armour-plating of our anoraks .... 

Our greatest wish had come true. 

[The climb described took place on August s-6, 1958. EDITOR.] 
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