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Equipment and technique
Recent developments Although there has been no single major development
in 1969, there have been a number of valuable minor improvements.

Ascenders During the year Clogwyn Climbing Gear (Llanberis) announced
their new rope ascender made from high strength aluminium alloy. The
action of the toothed cam compressing the rope against the body of the device
has been successfully fatigue-tested by the National Engineering Laboratory.
Readers of the account by Royal Robbins of the accident on EI Capitan
(A.J. 74 307) may be interested to know that this ascender is safe in the diagonal
position.

The new Penberthy ascender knot [140]-a less tiring alternative to the
Prusik knot-eliminates kinking of the rope thus allowing the user to move
it more easily after loading.

Descenders: the trend to lightness An interesting example of the use of multi
purpose equipment to save weight is the new Whillans hammer, which can
also be used as a descender. In Yosemite it has been the practice to use a
Cassin alloy karabiner with a Chouinard channel peg as a brake bar-an
ingenious and successful multi-purpose application.

Pitons 1969 saw the production of the extremely well designed hard-metal
King Pin range by Clogwyn Climbing Gear. These low-weight, high-strength
pegs incorporate many of the design features which recent research has shown
to be desirable, e.g. the small eye is close to the end of the blade; there are
strength-giving webs at the shoulders; and a solid anvil limits deformation
of the eye under repeated hammering.

140 The Penberthy knot An alternative to the Prusik knot. Pull end 'a' to
tighten the knot, leaving a small clearance loop between the bowline and the
turns. Ends 'a' and 'b' can then be joined to form a loop. Reproduced from
Mountain by kind permission
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Belaying devices A small friction-belaying device-the Sticht belay plate-was
described in Alpinismus (January 1969) and is now manufactured by Salewa.
The combination of a Cassin karabiner and Chouinard channel mentioned
above can also be used for this purpose.

Belaying on snow: the deadman and the fluke Since the note on the deadman
was published in A.J. 74 327 Mountain Safety Research, Seattle (British
address M.S.R., c/o Penelectro Ltd, Progress Road, Eastwood, Southend-on
Sea, Essex) have introduced the 'snow-fluke' [141]. This works on the principle
of absorbing energy by, if necessary, being pulled through (and down into)
the snow, and it is therefore specially designed to retain an equilibrium position
in movement by (1) the plate being angulated (like the front of a barge), and
(2) having a continuous cable at the pre-set angle of 30°. The effect of these
modifications to the standard deadman is to ensure that it will adopt the
correct position under load, even if inserted incorrectly.

Ice-axe shafts As noted in A.J. 74 332, the wood-shafted axe is often seriously
inadequate for belaying, and metal-shafted ones are recommended in prefer
ence. In addition to the MacInnes axe, a metal-shafted axe by M.S.R. is
expected to be available in Britain in 1970; it is extremely light with an air
craft aluminium tubular shaft insulated and strengthened with layers of
fibre-glass tape. Existing axe heads can be fitted with these shafts on application
to the address above. In addition M.S.R. can supply fibre-glass tape for streng
thening existing wood shafts: this can be beneficial, but, may of course, hide
deterioration of the wood when it is covered. Brian Crofts

141 The snow-fluke See also A.J. 74 [157-60]
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Effects on rope strength of wetting and freezing Some work done by Jose
A. Odriozola, reported in Les Alpes (Bulletin) 1969, p 133, indicates that
repeated wetting and freezing such as might be experienced in winter in the
Alps, can substantially reduce rope strength, through the action of ice crystals
on individual fibres. The tests were carried out on three ropes, with one wetting
and freezing only, but to the extreme temperature of -45°C. They indicated
loss ofstrength up to thirty per cent.

Difficulty of hearing with a climbing helmet A notable feature of Ray
Colledge's account to the Club of his big climbs of 1969 (see p 283 below) was
his frequent reference to the difficulty he had in communicating with his
companion. It seems that the latter's helmet covered his ears to such an extent
as to restrict his hearing, so that he was often unable to hear shouted instruc
tions.

The need for a climber's helmet to protect as much as possible of the vulnerable
part of his head is in conflict with other desirable features. A climber must have
a reasonable field of vision and reasonable freedom of head movement, and
he must be able to hear his companions. All these imply a limitation of the
area of the head covered by the helmet, but in compiling British Standard
B.S. 4423: 1969 (A.J. 74 319) it was recognised that undue restriction of
vision, head movement or hearing would introduce their own hazards.
Accordingly, the British Standard defines a limiting profile for climbers'
helmets to provide a reasonable compromise between protection against impact
and restriction of the climber's faculties, with the result that a helmet meeting
this standard should not cause hearing difficulties. Frank Solari

Vibrams Referring to the mention of Vibrams in A.J. 74 324, I would like to
add a short note. While working on my guide-book, Masino-Bregaglia
Disgrazia, in Zurich in the winter of 1934 I asked for some information from
that excellent mountaineer Hans Frei (in his short life we recall his solitary
ascent of the great ice-wall of the North-north-east face of the Lenzspitze in
two hours in 1933-see Kurz: Alpes Valaisannes III b, p 436; the North
north-west ridge of the Gemelli; the well-known 'Ferro da Stiro' (Bugeleisen)
in the Bondasca; and the Torrone Centrale by the North-north-east arete).
He showed me his climbing boots, with light but rigid rubber soles, different
in this respect from those used, for example, by our Emilio Comici, with soft,
and so flexible, soles. .

I talked this over with my climbing companion Vitale Bramani, who at that
time had a mountaineering equipment shop, and he discussed the matter with
Dr Ettore Castiglioni (see my notice in the Ri'i.'ista Mensile of the C.A.I.,
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1968, P 6). It was their idea to produce soles with the same type of rigid rubber
but heavier than those of Frei and with rubber nails vulcanised to the sole. Thus
the usual metal nails were eliminated; a new era began, and not only for
mountaineering equipment.

In 1935 I succeeded in bringing a pair of the boots used by Frei to Milan. The
well-known firm of Pirelli made an intensive study of the boots until they were
able to manufacture a sole similar to the present Vibram. The first use of these
soles was made by Mrs Bramani when crossing the Passo di Bondo from the
Sciora hut to the Gianetti hut. Poor Mrs Bramani-she died recently-what a
calvary it was for her to climb the Bondasca glacier! She could get no adequate
grip on its icy surface; the rubber nails were still not rigid enough and in
consequence she was continually slipping. The millions of people who now use
Vibrams and its imitations owe a little gratitude to her memory.

The quality of rubber was further improved and Bramani built a factory of
his own which now supplies the whole world. For some time his shopi in
Milan had been the meeting place of local climbers or of those passing through.

That is how Gervasutti, clever and exceptional climber and ice-man, was able
to use one of the first pairs of boots with Vibram soles on big expeditions. If he
actually was the very first to use these soles neither Bramani nor I can now
remember.

It was in Bramani's shop that I met for the last time our great climber from
Lecco, Vittorio Ratti (Cima Ovest di Lavaredo from the north; Cima Su Alto
on the Civetta by the North-west face and the Noire de Peuterey by the West
face), who very shortly after our encounter was shot by the Germans in his
home town on the very last day of the war, 25 April 1945. Of those sad days I
would not like to omit to mention an act of humanity by a German Oberleut
nant, Arnold, who was, as a mountaineer, a habitue of Bramani's shop. The
guardian of one of the huts in the Grigne had been sentenced to death for
having given shelter to some inoffensive stragglers. Very shortly before the
execution, Arnold succeeded, at great personal risk, in effecting the man's
escape-a fine gesture of fraternity among mountaineers which should not be
forgotten. AIdo Bonacossa

I Akin to this establishment there was in Bolzano the shop of Dr Paul Merlet, a very
cultured, intellectual painter and mountaineer (who in 1920 made the first ascent of the
Spigolo del Velo, or 'Scarf ar~te', on the Cima della Madonna). This was the meeting
place of many climbers who found a friendly welcome and often help. It was there that
in 1932 we introduced to King Albert of Belgium Hans Steger, who together with Paula
Wiesinger (A.J. 74 54) became and remained his climbing companion until the king's
death in 1934.
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Vibrams: 1936 or I937? On reading the note on vibram soles in A.J. 74324
I see there is a difference of opinion between what my friend Gervasutti
wrote in his book and what I myself wrote in La Montagne April 1967, p 76,
after being in touch with M Vitale Bramani.

I think that Gervasutti is in error regarding the date. I do not remember what
boots we wore on the North-west wall of the Ailefroide in 1936, except that
they were of light construction. On the other hand, I do remember perfectly
well our 1937 boots, with the first soles made to the specification of V. Bramani,
with very simple mouldings. Their invention was a revolution in the develop
ment of Alpine equipment, and Gervasutti and I did not fail to proclaim their
merits even in that summer of 1937, but at first our praises were regarded with
scepticism.

I have been in touch with M Bramani, who confirms that the first vibrams were
madein 1937. Lucien Devies

M. Devies's letter should settle this matter, though a note in A.J. 52 14-° does
state, quoting Alpinisme as the source of the information, that 'Vibram boots
were employed altogether on the following ascents, among others ... N face
of Western Ailefroide, N face of Grandes Jorasses (Pointe Walker), N face of
Petit Dru.' MM Devies and Gervasutti made the third ascent of the North
face of the Petit Dru in August 1937, and this must evidently be regarded as
the first occasion on which vibrams were used on a major ascent.

By van to Pakistan For our expedition to the Hindu Raj (p 179 above), we
bought a new Ford Transit which we sold on our return at a loss of £I 70; with
an expenditure of about £110 on petrol, the journey cost only about £70 each.
The roads between Istanbul and Rawalpindi are very good except for a
mountainous section in Eastern Turkey which was under repair and some
300 miles of corrugated road around Meshed in Eastern Iran. On the return
journey we were short of time and three of us drove from Rawalpindi to Ostend
in ten days with virtually no night driving; this does not include two days in a
cholera quarantine camp on the Afghanistan-Iran border. Colin Taylor

Artificial aids: the wheel turns full circle? There have been a couple of
articles in recent issues of Alpinismus on the subject of artificial aids which may
be of interest to readers of the A.J. The first, in the January 1969 number, is
by Reinhold Messner and is called 'Anatomie einer Erstbesteigung' (Anatomy
ofa first ascent); the other, in the February number, is by Alessandro Gogna and
is called 'Das letzte Matterhorn-Problem'. Both deal with the theme that
modern techniques, having destroyed impossibility, must be limited in order
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to reintroduce the element of chance without which there is no adventure.

Geoffrey Sutton

Early artificial climbing In the first half of the last century Sir Henry
Rawlinson was taking tracings of Old Persian and Elamite cuneiform hiero
glyphics with considerable difficulty by climbing over a 'Mesopotamian Rosetta
Stone' cut in a rock mass 400 ft above ground, but the real difficulties began
when he tried to make a transcript of the Babylonian version. To quote his
words:

' ... I found it quite beyond my powers of climbing to reach the spot where it
was engraved, and the cragsmen of the place, who were accustomed to track the
mountain goats over the whole face of the mountain, declared the particular
block ... unapproachable. At length however, a wild Kurdish boy, who had
come from a distance, volunteered to make the attempt ... the boy's first move
was to squeeze himself up a cleft in the rock ... he drove a wooden peg firmly
into the cleft, fastened a rope to this. It then remained to him to cross over the
cleft by hanging on with his toes and fingers to the slight inequalities ... in this
he succeeded, passing over a distance of nearly twenty feet of almost smooth
perpendicular rock in a manner which to a looker-on appeared quite miraculous.
. . . He had brought a rope with him attached to the first peg, and now, driving in
a second, he was enabled to swing himself right over the projecting mass of
rock. Here, with a short ladder, he formed a swinging seat, like a painter's
cradle, and, fixed upon this seat, he took down under my direction the paper
cast ... which is almost of equal value for the interpretation of the Assyrian
inscriptions as was the Greek translation on the Rosetta stone for the intelli
gence of the hieroglyphic texts of Egypt.' (From The First Civilizations, by
Glyn Daniel. Thames & Hudson, 1958.)

A3 men may like to know that this feat took place in 1847.

Seventeenth-century crampons I was very interested to read the note by
B. R. Goodfellow in A.J. 73 257 recounting the use of crampons both by the
Swiss in military operations on ice in 1478, and traditionally by Alpine peasants
while haymaking on steep slopes. I can add to the continuity and to the 'few
references' in the Alpine Journal by quoting a somewhat abstruse Latin
description of their use by local people. Josias Simler was one of the earliest
cosmographers to travel in, and write about, the Alps. On pages 280-2 of
'Vallesiae et AlpiumDescriptio' published in 1633 (and available in the Cantonal
Archives, Sion, Switzerland) he gives advice:
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'Concerning the difficulties and dangers of Alpine paths and how to over
come them: Now Alpine paths are made difficult and dangerous by ice or snow
or even cold winds and wild storms.... Let those who have herds of cattle or
horses take especial care not to suffer loss. For every year it is the custom for
many cattle and horses to be driven to Italy from Transalpine regions especially
Hebretia and Germany. And those who journey through the Alps have fixed
times for setting out on their travels so that they meet each other on high passes
where there is some flat ground on which to pass. The difficulty of the paths is
increased by precipitous and broken stretches especially if they are covered
with ice. Therefore travellers, shepherds and hunters who frequently roam
the highest peaks take various precautions. In order to counteract the slipperi
ness of the ice, it is the custom to bind firmly on to the feet iron shoes like the
shoes of horses, fitted with sharp spikes so that they can secure their footsteps
in the ice. Others tie spurs of sharp iron onto the soles of their feet with shoe
laces, and there are other methods of resisting the slipperiness and strengthen
ing the footholds. Sometimes indeed, shepherds and merchants slide down
steep almost precipitous slopes where there is no path elsewhere, by placing
their confidence in felled branches of trees, in particular of fir trees. It is as
though they were riding on horseback.'

Thus from an obviously surprised traveller survives a close description of
crampons and of a forerunner of the bob-sleigh! Barbara Harriss

Miscellanea

One hundred years ago On 28 June 1870 W. A. B. Coolidge and his aunt
Miss Brevoort, with the guides Christian and Ulrich Almer and Christian
Gertsch, made the first ascent of the Pic Central of the Meije. This was the
first attempt on the Meije and the party did not know whether the West or the
Central Peak was the higher. Arriving on the summit of the latter they found
to their dismay that the West Peak slightly overtopped them. 'We had some
hopes of trying it', wrote Coolidge, 'but Almer pronounced it utterly impossible
for any human being to reach the summit and it was sheer on all sides' (A.J. 5
130). The Grand Pic was not climbed until 1877, and it was only in 1885 that
the arc~te between the Grand Pic and the Pic Central was forced by the famous
Austrian guideless rope, Ludwig Purtscheller and the Zsigmondy brothers.

A few days later Coolidge and his guides made the first ascent of the West and
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