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Dear Dad

Peter Mould

• • •

Working in Nigeria separated from one's wife and family, not the least of the
frustrations is the difficulty of communication. A weekly courier bag helps, but
more often than not, telephone and telex do not work. On I August 1983 I
received a garbled message that my son, David, was in Interlaken hospital after an
accident on the N face of the Eiger. A tantalising and partial message this was,
which filled me with shock and disbelief and prompted a frenzied desire to hear
the true facts.

Persistent attempts to telephone eventually succeeded.... 'David's apparently
all right to travel and he'll be back in a few days'. 'But it can't have been the North
face of the Eiger, he's only done about three alpine seasons and some of them were
upset by bad weather and accidents'. 'Alien says it was and David was lifted off
the top by helicopter'. 'I don't know how serious, but he's alive. I'll let you know
more when he gets back'. 1 reflected that he had said he was going to do 'some
north face routes in the Bernese Oberland'. But surely he couldn't have been
secretly planning the Eiger? And the conditions with all that heat must have been
lethal.

Filled with a confusing mixture of doubt, remorse and admiration, I awaited a
progress report on his condition and also his own account of the climb. Ofcourse,
1 had encouraged him. What climbing father has not? And this raised the
philosophical question whether 1 should have done so when the practice of the
sport could be dangerous. But that seemed hardly a tenable position as sons
invariably try to copy fathers at certain stages. Had 1 failed to instil respect and
caution, or the ability to read the weather and mountain conditions?

But still he had always shown natural ability. There were memories of a kloof
(gorge) in the Magilesberg in South Africa where he, at seven, and his equally
agile elder brother had wandered away from the sand castles in the river bed and
the watchful eyes of Mums to 'explore', and were found near the top ofa 30m face
of at least Diff standard. Later on there were climbs in the course of family
holidays in Wales, the Lakes and the Dolomites. Competent but not outstanding.
Could my son whose first exposure to Alpine climbs - with Dad - had been 4
years earlier with such mundane classics as the ordinary routes ofthe Matterhorn
and Zinal Rothorn, really contemplate that Eiger route? That notorious climb
which less than two decades before, when achieved by Chris Bonington, under
more favourable conditions, had resulted in a triumphal lecture tour, a popular
book and the launch ofa professional mountaineering career. Ofcourse, climbing
standards have taken a quantum leap since then. And at Southampton
University, where he was known as 'F grades Mould', he did show a lot of promise
and determination.

What can a father do anyway when his son is an adult, a free agent? Be thankful
that he has commitment and gains great satisfaction from climbing. Why fret?
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Well, he is my son.
The hoped-for letter arrived sooner than expected.

5th August, 1983
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Dear Dad,
I have just arrived back in England from the Alps and am waiting at 102

'Tenny' Rd. in Southampton, for Mum and Ross to come and collect me, as I am
unfit to drive.

As you know the weather was very hot when we went out to the Alps. It was
quite a shock and disappointment to see so little snow when we arrived. It
certainly wasn't freezing up on the mountains even at night.

We set up camp in Grindelwald on the Saturday afternoon and on Sunday
morning loaded up rucksacks, etc for the long climb up to the Mittellegi Hut on
the Mittellegi ridge of the Eiger. The usual British alpine start and struggle in heat
to reach a large flat boulder on a steep grassy face of a subsidiary peak, at about
4pm. This was at about 2200m after ascending about 400m from the glacier up
what used to be a path. It was such hard work that we decided to bivouac on this
boulder (all four of us). This rather amused us all - the thought of 4 young
mountaineers not even getting above the tree line without a bivvi, too tired even
to descend! Anyway the view was superb. The scale of the area had been very
deceptive. It was enormous, and to get anywhere very long walks were required.

Too tired to continue, we descended the next day, and crossed back over the
glacier to the main path up to the Schreckhorn hut, and walked up this to do a bit
of reconnaissance, before returning to Grindelwald for a rest and a rethink in
tactics.

After a day's rest we decided to go up to the Schreckhorn hut and bivvi there
with the view ofdoing two AD's (1) SW ridge of the Schreckhorn (4030m) and (2)
the N ridge of the Ochs (3900m).

We were fitter this time, and having a path to follow enabled us to do the hut
walk in about guide book time. It was a superb walk, particularly in its upper
section where fixed ropes, etc were necessary. This walk passed through some
very exciting and impressive scenery.

We were up early the next morning and spent 3 hours working our way up a
steep snow-filled couloir, on to a glacier and so to the foot (or near it) of the climb.
Of the 1lOOm ascended, the last 300-400m had been in thick cloud, as a result of
which we couldn't find the start of the climb, so decided to abort and reversed our
route up. This was rather fun as the snow was soft enough to glissade down most
of the couloir. The weather looked threatening, so we went back down to
Grindelwald.

After this we chose to give the mountains a miss for a couple ofdays until things
looked better. The next day we drove to Interlaken, did some shopping and then
drove up the Grimsel pass to climb on the Handegg slabs:

This was very impressive, giving superb long routes on perfect granite. Alien
and I did a 150m route called Quartzriss which was brilliant. Most of the climbing
was Sa with a few sections of 5b thrown in. It was also very bold, having only 12
points of protection on it (this included the 5 belays). We were rained off the next
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route so retreated to a local hotel for a beer.
Back to the big mountains.
Alien and I decided to have a go at the N face of the Eiger (1938 route), so on the

Tuesday afternoon we walked up past Alpiglen towards Kleine Scheidegg. Half
way between the two we branched off and followed a very beautiful stream up to .
the start of the route. The contrast between the ominous and brooding grey face
above and the sparkling and beautiful stream and meadow that we were walking
up was very striking; almost surreal.

We had a good meal on the meadow, rested, and sorted out what to take and
what not to take. At about 7pm we made our way up to the snow-field at the
bottom of the route. As soon as we had started up the snow-field the deception of
scale became apparent. Soon we were stepping on to the rock and the face proper.
The rock was horrible, being of a very rotten texture, and requiring a good deal of
care. The climbing on this lower section was easy but steep and loose. We were
climbing slowly, mainly due to the fact that this was the first bit of rock climbing
we had done in boots and sack and we weren't used to it. We reached a good bivvi
ledge just after dark, and spent the night there. Route finding had been a bit
difficult and we weren't quite sure where we'Were, so we decided to wait until
dawn before continuing.

Before it was light a young Austrian climber had caught up with us. He was
soloing, having done the route the previous Friday. I have never before seen
anyone move so quickly and competently on such awkward terrain. It only took
him I Vz hours to the Swallow's Nest, and we estimated about 8 hours for the
whole climb.

With his arrival we were able to follow him until it was light. The rock
improved a little for the difficult crack and Hinterstoisser traverse, which was
easy but quite impressive. With the hot weather the First Ice-field had shrunk
considerably and the Ice Hose was just a small waterfall. This meant that we had
to rock climb up to the left of it; supposedly V rock, but this gave no problems.

Arriving at the foot of the Second Ice-field was a bit like walking into an air
raid. We had previously been aware of some stone-fall, due to the occasional
'vroom' as a stone flew past, but the Second Ice-field was something completely
different. As the stones flew past they made a sort of 'vroom' sound, very similar
to high speed cars on a motorway. This was the sound of individual stones. Large
rock-falls (i.e. heavy bombardments) were announced by a son of boom from far
above which sounded a little like a squadron of heavy bombers flying over (as in
war movies). This boom soon split into hundreds of individual 'vrooms'.

Climbing the three rope lengths up the Second Ice-field was quite frightening
as we were continuously in the firing line with no cover to get protection from. We
were relieved but cut and bruised when we reached the top edge and started to
traverse the ice-field keeping as close as possible to sheltering rocks.

Pitch after pitch followed as we traversed across to the Flatiron and Death
Bivouac, all the time climbing in fear of being hit by large rocks, frequently
having to stop and press against any vertical wall to hand, to escape the worst of
the rock-falls.

We were much relieved to reach the Death Bivouac, where we had a bite to eat
and refilled the water bottles from a dripping overhang.
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At about 3pm 1set offon to the Third Ice-field, but didn't get far. I had just got
on to the ice proper and was about to clip a peg for protection, when there was an
enormous rock-fall. I had no cover and just hunched up, trying to get my
shoulders into my helmet. It was all I could do to keep contact with the face.

In a lull I clipped into the peg and started to reverse back to Death Bivouac and
safety. Before I could make it I was swept off by the rocks, and managed to haul
myself along to a slightly overhanging wall, using the rope. As soon as the
rock-fall abated I quickly returned to Death Bivvi, slightly shaken, bruised and
cut. Neither of us had any desire to go back on to the Third Ice-field again, as the
rock-fall had by now become almost continuous and progress unjustifiable. For
the next couple of hours we cleared the ledge ofsnow and ice to make room for the
two Brits we had earlier overtaken. After making ourselves comfy we spent the
rest of the day basking in the sun, soaking up its warmth, and watching the
Flatiron being plastered by rock-fall.

This was a good bivvi as it was under an overhang, so we were completely safe.
The next day we were up early and quickly crossed the Third Ice-field during the
one hour in twenty-four when there was no stone-fall.

We were soon making quick progress up the Ramp. The crux pitches on this
are right at the top; one being a vertical IV+ waterfall (my lead) which was
decidedly unpleasant, and the following ice pitch to exit on to the snow-field
above. The ice pitch was superb; a vertical wall for about 4.5m with a rock wall
behind, making for quite a squeeze with the sack. A rope length up the snow field
(50°) led to the Brittle Ledges, which certainly lived up to their name. The
climbing on this section constitutes some of the most delicate that I've done, due
purely to the rock's brittleness. Climbing IV vertical rock of this type definitely
required very steady and careful progress. Things didn't improve much for the
Traverse of the Gods, but the climbing was much easier. The last section of the
Traverse of the Gods is sensational, the exposure incredible as you approached
the bottom of the White Spider.

The White Spider was again frightening, as it was occasionally raked by
stone-fall, and once on it you had no cover whatsoever, you just had to sit it out. I
led the pitch on to it and belayed right in its middle. The tension was incredible as
Alien climbed across to me and then on up to a sheltered belay on the Harlin
Route. I was very relieved to be able to move again, and was soon belaying at the
bottom of the exit pitches. We were now on the final leg and spirits started to rise,
as we were moving well and quickly.

At about 2 pm I started the last IV pitch - the quartz crack. From here on we
had one more pitch of IV, the rest being In - only a couple of hours more
climbing. I bridged up the groove/crack, nearly up to the peg for the tension
traverse. I put my right hand in a jamb between a flake and the right wall of the
groove. I had hardly touched the flake, but it just rolled on to me followed by the
flake behind. They were both large, body sized, and I didn't stand a chance. I was
just bowled offand watched as a panorama ofgrey and white flew past, wondering
when I was going to stop falling, then there was a jolt an'd I had come to a halt
about 6m below Allen, who was almost upside down, with his rucksack hanging
off attached by the waist belt only.

I climbed up to him for first aid. My hands were badly cut and bruised (they
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are still weak and a bit stiff now!) and my left knee very badly cut. You could see
the knee cap and several ligaments and tendons. Fortunately Alien carries
stitches (i.e. needle and thread) so we cut back my breeches and put a few stitches
in the cut to stop it bleeding. He then put a couple of stitches in the palm of my
left hand in the worst cut. The rest of the first aid was a case of liberal application
of sticking plaster. By the time that I had been patched up enough to move again
the rock-fall had become dangerous, so we put the contents of Alien's rucksack
into my rucksack. We were rather worried when we found that Alien had lost his
crampons when his sack was hit by the flake that had knocked me off.

We then abseiled down to a ledge a pitch below, which provided some, but not
full, protection; where we spent the next 13 hours, until dawn. We were both
pretty frightened at first, but soon got used to the idea of our serious situation. I
got my little pocket New Testament out and Alien said that he'd appreciate it if!
prayed for him as well.

We were both glad to find it getting light after the night. Having run out of food
we were a bit hungry and moved off back up to our previous high point. Alien did
all the leading for this day's climbing, and I seconded slowly carrying the
rucksack and keeping my left leg straight. I found this easier and quicker than
prusiking, with the exception of two short sections ofIV.

We were glad to reach the ice-cap of the mountain, and did this by passing the
crampons down the rope, after the pitch had been led. I was able to lead the last
pitch to the top, which was a good morale boost. Six hours later I was helicoptered
off down to the hospital.

At the hospital they just patched up the cut on my knee, not being able to
operate because of the danger of infection. I was very impressed with the Swiss
hospital and was very well looked after.

The diagnosis is a ruptured posterior cruciate ligament. In Switzerland they
would operate to stitch it up; this would be followed by six weeks in plaster, then a
concentrated period of physiotherapy. I won't know what the English will do
until Monday. I drove back to England with Alien and John, and used this as an
opportunity to sample the cheap French food - i.e., steak and chips, pate,
cheese, bread.

I feel a sense ofachievement and satisfaction tinged with disappointment at the
injury. I can't help feeling unlucky with injuries. Still I'm glad that we did it all:
but I have no intention of doing it again, except maybe in winter.

I'll keep you posted on the recovery of the knee.
Lots of love.

David

Postscript: The knee did recover without an operation although fingers, some of
which turned out to be fractured, were weak and painful for some time. Still,
recovery was sufficiently rapid for Dad to be led up a VS at Swanage early in
October.
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