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When the Editor asked me to write on this subject while ski-touring in the
Otztal at Easter 1969 I could not think why. After all, there are many older
British ski-tourers who know more of the personalities involved.

It was only later, when we had climbed nine peaks in ten days, including the
Finail Spitze and Weisskugel, that the reason came to me: I could not find any
entry in the various hut-books of winter visitors over fifty years old. This
suggested that most skiers who are still active would have started only after the
war and could have no personal memories of the pre-war period. On the other
hand, the old hands, many older than me, have on the whole given up touring,
or at least touring from hut to hut for a period.

I learned to ski near my home in the Sudeten mountains at the beginning of
the century. One walked up from the village about 2000 ft or so. There, at a
primitive mountain restaurant, sledges, so-called 'horn sledges', with a guide
could be hired for the run back to the village. There were not many skiers
around, but soon I joined one of the village boys who could ski. Our downhill
style would have found no approval with modern judges. We took the two sticks
together and braked hard, stock riding, today regarded as one of the greatest
sins a skier can commit!

The First World War interrupted all my ski-ing activities, and subsequently I
was much too busy studying and trying to make up for the lost time to go ski
ing. However, in 1923, I took my young wife for the first time to the Alps, to
KitzbUhel. Although she had no idea of ski-ing, the snow was excellent powder
and it took her no more than a week to be ready to climb up on skins over 3000

ft to the KitzbUhIer Horn. The downhill run in the deep snow was much easier
than the fast, smooth pistes of today. Her falls did not matter as we were in no
hurry provided we got down before dark.

The next Christmas, 1924, found us at St Anton. I still can see Hannes
Schneider sitting at his usual table in the Hotel Post, smoking his pipe. On
New Year's Eve a friend and I attempted our first real tour. The day before we
had walked up to St Christoph and then to the Ulmer hut, a walk which took
the whole day. My first night in a real Alpine hut; I remember I did not sleep
a wink, I was much too excited. The plan was to scramble up some easy rocks
to the Valuga, carrying skis, and then ski down the miles-long Basille valley to
Zilrs, Stuben and Langen. I have not been back since, but I am sure all of this
area is now covered by lifts and pistes. But that day the only person we saw was
a man whom we had met at the hut. He wanted to join our party and we gladly
accepted him, because he maintained that he knew the way, having done it
before.
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The ascent and the first part of the run worked well. Snow and weather were
excellent and we got on quite fast until the slope on the left side of the valley,
to which we had taken, got steeper and steeper. Finally, my friend and I stopped,
realising we were heading for the near-vertical wall of a gorge. Across the gorge
we could see a much gentler slope, which would take us, without danger, down
to the floor of the valley. The two of us turned back whilst our omniscient new
acquaintance insisted on going on.

A few minutes later, and about 600 ft lower, we waited for him. Nothing doing.
Looking up we saw him, standing where we had left him, with some funny
brown spot next to him in the otherwise white snow slope. We had no alternative
but to put skins on and climb back up to him. The brown spot was the place
where the snow had slid away under him, and he was very lucky to have come to
a halt at all. I approached the danger spot very carefully, and as he had taken
his skis off he passed one over to me. Then I nearly finished my ski-touring
career by stupidly pushing this ski vertically below my skis into the snow,
thinking that it would make my stand safer. Instead it loosened the snow under
neath my own skis, and suddenly I felt myself slipping with the snow. Fortu
nately, lacking a rope, I had asked my friend to steady me with a ski-stick;
although this saved my life, I could not save the other man's ski. We saw
it turning downwards, tip first, and sail through the air, to disappear
with a thud far below us in the gorge. Somehow we managed to get the man
and his other ski back to safe ground and we two went ahead to look for the ski,
telling him to follow us as well as he could on his one ski. We searched for a
long time in the snow-covered river bed without seeing a trace of the ski, until
my friend put his arm deep down into the snow where the surface appeared
slightly disturbed and found it about 3 ft down, split from the binding to the
end. Still, it could be used to get the man safely back to civilisation, though
Zdarsky had already invented his lightweight bivouac bag, made from balloon
silk, in which two or three people could survive a night, even in December.
That night, when we left the train which had brought us back from Langen
through the Arlberg tunnel to St Anton, we felt we really had something to
celebrate that New Year's Eve.

In February 1927 we saw Davos for the first time, just before the Parsenn
railway was built. There was a bearded Englishman who walked up to the
Parsennfurka nearly every day in winter, starting at St Wolfgang. We climbed
the Weissfluh, an ascent of five hours, and then ran down to Kublis. On the
Weissfluh we were alone in deep powder and taking a straight line down to the
Weissfluhjoch was easy: our skis were much slower than modern steel ones.
My photo album records the Parsenn-Kublis run three more times, but I would
not count this as real touring. From the Parsennfurka one could always find
a few dozen tracks, though it was a three-hour climb from Wolfgang.
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From Davos we skied across the Strela Pass to Langwies and Arosa. We walked
up to the very tiny Hornli hut, where we were the only guests of the guardian;
a young teacher and his wife. We understood that they had taken the job to help
him stop drinking too much. I do not know if the cure was successful, but that
evening when we were there cannot have been very helpful. The next day we
skied against the icy gale to Lenzerheide and Tiefencastel, where we took the
train to the Engadine. This was before the Corviglia railway was opened and we
had the Saluver valley from Celerina and the Corviglia slopes all to ourselves.
This was also the year we saw the Diavolezza for the first time; a run which for
me, even today, counts as one of the most lovely in the Alps, though not very
steep or technically difficult by modern standards.

The next winter, 1928, my wife and I planned to cross the Silvretta from Galtiir
in Austria to Schuls-Tarasp in the lower Engadine, in a guided party of six.
At Galtiir it was snowing hard. Even we newcomers to touring realised the
avalanche danger in those steep-walled Austrian valleys and the guide blandly
told us we ought to stay in the hotel; no ski-ing today. But we had very little
money at that time, we had come a long way to ski and the guide had to be paid
a daily fee. Under pressure he finally agreed to take us down the valley for a
bit. Where the ridge was running down the eastern slopes to the floor of the
valley, he stopped and explained that it was always safer in such unhealthy
conditions below a ridge rather than a gully. As he walked on with us, we heard
something like a small gunshot; then, high above us, where the slope on our
right touched the cloud base, we saw a small cloud. With incredible speed it grew
to a huge mass, as if the whole mountain was coming down on us. The guide
shouted to throw ourselves down, cover nose and ears, and pray! Ahead of the
avalanche a terrific gust of wind hit us, the kind of gust which would have
capsized any dinghy, and we all thought the end had come. Seconds later,
however, it was allover: though covered with snow-dust-in our noses, eyes,
behind our snow-goggles, everywhere-we were alive and unharmed. We
looked back to see that the avalanche had hit, just where we had been standing,
listening to the guide's speech, less than 200 ft away from our position now.
We understood now, only too well, how the blast of this kind of powder-snow
avalanche can break strong trees like matches; and we never forgot this lesson,
or the danger of avalanches, for the rest of our lives.

There is one general conclusion which I draw from this incident. The first
warning we got was the gun-shot sound, like a far away explosion. Today, fast
planeS' approaching across a distant ridge often make much the same noise,
and I have often noticed that only the experienced guide and I look quickly
round to make sure as to its cause. That is one more rea~on for restricting planes
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in the mountains to rescue work only. Precious seconds to warn a party may get
lost if planes make this noise too common, bringing a sense of false security.

The ascent, a few days later, to the Heidelberger hut took about eight hours to
a col above the hut, because we had to cross many old avalanches on the way.
We were all pretty tired on the col and a very cold wind was blowing. There the
guide made a mistake which I have seen repeated over and over again. Instead
of taking the party down, even with their skins still on the skis, just for a short
bit, say 200 ft below the col, and let them take their skins off there we were asked
to remove the skins in the icy wind on the col. Fingers stiff from frost, the
buckles covered with ice, some even had to resort to cutting the straps. There,
and many times since, I caused the wrath of the guide, by ski-ing down with
my skins on, doing some coachman movements with my arms until my fingers
were warm, and removing my skins, unruffled, in the comparative peace usually
found there.

The only other incident on this traverse was a sprained ankle. With two men
sent ahead to warn the Alpine rescue team in the valley, the rest of us lowered
the emergency sledge, built with the patient's skis, down the steep slopes, to
reach Sent by midnight. Though helicopters and better survival techniques
may ease this problem nowadays, there still remains an enormous difference
between being able to call on the professional ski-patrol on the piste and an
accident in a remote touring area. Though too big a party has its disadvantages,
half a dozen or so gives a valuable safety margin on a serious tour.

The Otztal has the advantage of numerous huts, relatively short climbs and
generally safer glaciers, but the first time we tried the Wildspitze, in 1930, we
renounced these by starting from Hochsolden on 6 January, when we could not
expect the crevasses to be safely covered, nor the huts to be open. I remember
it took a long time to get the fire going in the Braunschweiger hut, and longer
still to warm the icy room a little. A gale which was blowing round the hut
when we arrived continued all through the night; there seemed to be no hope
of doing anything next day except to sit in the hut and play cards. But we were
lucky-at 7am the wind stopped suddenly and in fine weather we climbed on
ski for about 41- hours, until we were about 600 ft below the summit. All the way
from the ski-depot we had to use crampons or cut steps, for the gale had blown
all the snow off the ice. But our efforts were rewarded with an ideal hour on
the summit. No wind at all, and quite comfortably warm in the sun-this, mark
you, in January! As the Wildspitze (12,382 ft) is the highest peak of the
Otztal Alps, the panorama from the summit is magnificent, with a view of the
Dolomites, the Engadine and the Ortler mountains.
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On the way down I broke through twice. The crevasses were not large, I was
roped, and each time I managed to get a hold on the lower edge of the crevasse.
Once on ski again we were all right, except for the snow conditions. The
previous day's gale had pressed the snow to windcrust, ruining the surface
completely, and the run back to the hut was like trying to ski down a staircase.
When we returned to Hochsolden the next day we met the first human being we
had seen in three days, and felt that we had spent these days in another, and
unforgettable, world. Fortunately, twenty-two years later, in 1952, I was to
have a marvellous day on the mountain, which more than repaid everything
withheld from us this time.

'vVe crossed the Silvretta once more in another winter, engaging two guides for
a fortnight, climbing Piz Buin, chneeglocke and Kleines Seehorn, and
visiting four huts. Then by train to Samaden from Schuls-Tarasp, and on ski
to the Jtirg Jenatsch hut-Piz d'Err-Julier Pass-Silverplana-Sils Maria-Fex
valley-II Chaputschin. This peak, right on the horizon, seen from Fex, took
much longer than we had expected. We had to find our way round or across
innumerable crevasses and it got dark when we were still a long way from the
end of the glacier. Roped ski-ing is anyway a bit tricky, but doing it by the light
of a few candles would hardly suit the piste skiers! The one and only inhabitant
of Fex village in winter came up to look for us, and in his house that night some
of us drank much more goat milk than was good for us.

We now became more ambitious and went to the Valais for the first time. To get
to Saas Fee we had to walk six hours from Stalden with mules, often through
tunnels in gigantic avalanche cones. The Fee glacier practically touched the
village at that time. From the Britannia hut we climbed the Fluchthorn and
the Strahlhorn, our first 4000 m peak. On the run down from the Fluchthorn
in mist, the guides made one bad mistake. They were both ahead of us, instead
of having one guide (or good man) running last. We skied unroped and my wife
broke through a bridge, coming to a halt with both skis against the lower lip of
the crevasse. She did not dare to move for fear of slipping in-but, fortunately,
one skier was still following and helped her out.

In 1934 I joined the Swiss party under Christian Rubi and one of the, then,
very young von Allmens. I arrived at Jungfraujoch by train with a violent
headache, which only got better next morning ski-ing down the Aletsch glacier
to the Concordia, in fantastic weather and on excellent snow, conditions which
were to prevail for all the four days of this lucky Easter tour.

Next day we crossed the Grtinhornlticke, left part of the contents of our rucsacs
on the Fiescher glacier slope of this col, and walked up to the Gross Wanne-
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horn. Our track lead by some of the largest crevasses I have ever seen. In this
ideal weather we could run back without a rope; the only setback was the heat
on the Fiescher glacier which we had to cross on our way to the Finsteraarhorn
hut. The good weather had brought so many skiers to the hut that we had to
sleep wedged on our sides; no space to lie on one's back. But even so, on our
climb of the Hinter Fiescherhorn next day we did not meet one other skier.

The next year, 1935, I spent a week in the Coaz hut at the end of the Roseg
valley in the Engadine with my S.A.C. section Uto of Zurich. After five bad
days we were woken up on 19 April at sam to a blue sky; Sella and Piz Roseg
already pink-coloured from the first rays of the sun. We skied down to the
glacier (the old Coaz hut was only 300 ft above the floor of the valley) and walked
up the lower, less dangerous part of the Sella glacier. (The upper part is very
dangerous indeed.) We were fifteen, and by changing the lead frequently we
got on quite fast, direction south-west, towards La Muongia, our target. The
ice-falls presented really magic ice formations in the sun. From the summit we
saw not far away the cairn on the Chaputschin which three days previously we
had had to give up not far from the summit, forced by blizzard and fog to turn
back. Below us we saw the Tremoggia glacier, further away in Italy the
Disgrazia. We followed the guide in his track without roping, and were soon
back in the hut.

The weather promised to remain good and our leader suggested a giant
programme for the next day, our last before returning to Pontresina, namely
to go to the Boval hut via the Piz Palu-a trip which we would normally have
split had we not lost so much time. It was to be my longest ever day on skis.
I cannot do better than quote the leader's report in the Uto section's bulletin.

'At 3am we left the hut; the weather was perfect, the night quite clear, and the
moon shining. We ascended quickly in the ice-cold night and at dawn we stood
on the Sella Pass. From there the way led us across the Vedretta di Scerscen
Superiore, Vedretta di Fellaria, directly to the middle summit of the Piz Palu.
I t is difficult for me to describe the impressions of this magnificent march across
glaciers. It was simply wonderful, this ascent on the Sella Pass, whilst the first
rays of the sun painted the summits with gold. We shall never forget the
Southern rock faces of Roseg, Scerscen and Bernina, the impressive ice-walls
with many seracs, the yawning crevasses, the ice-fields sparking in the sun, the
unlimited view into the distance, and above all the dark blue sky.

'We left our skis below the bergschrund at the foot of the Southern face of the
Palii. The last very steep slope was covered with about 3 ft of powder snow
and had to be climbed practically in a vertical line for fear of causing an
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avalanche. Thanks to our excellent guide, Karl Freimann, of Samaden, this
difficulty was soon overcome, and at lpm we shook hands on the summit.

'We enjoyed the magnificent all-round view. Unfortunately, we could not stay
very long on the summit, because time was getting short. We returned with
great care along the ridge and down the steep snow-slope to our skis. We skied
to the Fuorcla BeUavista and from there, with skis on our shoulders and
crampons on our boots, we climbed down to the Loch. This place is really like
a hole surrounded by steep ice-walls. We had to move with great care. And then
came some more fun; we had to jump a crevasse of considerable size. How
fortunate indeed that we were not carrying eggs in our rucsacs. The steepness
and the height of the ice-walls round us were somehow frightening and we
were glad when finally we were able to put on skis again. The run down to the
Boval hut ended the day. We felt very tired after this fifteen-hour tour, but it
was good to feel that everything had turned out so well. From the hut we looked
back. The Piz PaW was glowing in the light of the setting sun. A glorious day
was over and we now had to think of the impending parting, the parting from
the mountains and from the friends we had found there.'

This was the last main tour before the war, and thereafter until 1947 my only
ski-ing was on Hampstead Heath. How my knees were shaking, when I skied
down from Gomer Grat after a twelve-year gap to train for the Haute Route,
and how I later got involved in ski-touring with the combined services and the
S.C.G.B. is another story.

Looking back, the major difference is of course that the problems we have
today in the Ski Touring Committee of the S.C.G.B., of getting the young
skiers a bit away from the ski lifts and cable cars and back on natural snow
instead of prepared pistes, simply did not exist when I started. Where we
wanted to ski down, we had to walk up: and that did us a lot of good. Breaking
a leg was a very rare event indeed. It helped, of course, that our heels were not
tied firmly to the skis but could rise to allow the telemark turn: the inner knee
touching the ski in front of the boot and the inner ski tip being forced into the
turn by the outer boot. I admit that the modern method is by far the better one,
provided the safety release binding is properly adjusted.

In the light of my experience also of rock climbing and summer Alpine climbing
I would say that although these can be much more dramatic, there is that
particular relationship which the ski-tourer gets to the mountains he has
climbed, which I would not like to miss for anything in the world.


	70-124
	70-125
	70-126
	70-127
	70-128
	70-129
	70-130

