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The Oldest Guide in the World

By the time he died on 14 June 2004, at the age of 103, Ulrich Inderbinen's
fame had spread far beyond his home town of Zermatt, largely because

of his astonishing ability to continue climbing and skiing into old age.
He remained an active guide until he was 95, by which time he was almost
certainly the oldest guide in the world. He was nearly 90 when in 1990 he
climbed the Matterhorn for the last time during the celebrations of the
l25th anniversary of the first ascent in 1865. According to John Hunt, who
reported on the event in AJ96, he reached the top only four hours after
leaving the Hbrnli Hut. 'Not surprisingly,' wrote Hunt, 'he was the centre
of many admirers and much media attention that evening.'

Already well-known among climbers and ski tourers in Zermatt, his
renown spread when his biography was published in 1996. It became a
best-seller in Switzerland and Germany and was translated into English,
French and Japanese (Ulrich Inderbinen by Heidi Lanz and Liliane De
Meester; in English Ulrich Inderbinen: As old as the century, 1997). That brought
him celebrity status. Journalists and photographers sought him out for
interviews and tourists queued for his autograph. In 1996 he was received
by the Pope in Rome.

One of the best-loved of many stories about Ulrich is told by the guide
Hermann Biner. A client engaged Ulrich to guide him up the Dufourspitze
but was then horrified to see on the official list that his guide was 87.
Unwisely he complained to a hut warden. Next day he returned exhausted,
having been first on the summit and first back, and was rash enough to
grumble that Ulrich had gone too fast. 'My dear sir,' replied Ulrich, 'if you
want to climb more slowly you must engage an older guide next time.'

But it was not only his age that endeared him to so many people. He was
a man of quiet charm and transparent integrity, preserving the honesty and
dignity of his early village life amid the pace and glitter of modern Zermatt.
At his funeral he was described as having 'wisdom of the heart'. He was
also known for his patience, modesty, a nice line in dry humour and
impeccable manners (as we noticed when, at the age of 95, he startled us
by leaping up to help my wife with her anorak).

Fame did not noticeably change him or his way of life. He continued
to live in the house he had built in 1933-5, chopping his own wood for
heating and cooking and never owning a car, bicycle or even a telephone
(people knew where to find him when he was needed). He remained a
devout Catholic all his life, attending mass without fail, carrying a rosary
at all times and crossing himself with holy water before going to bed or
leaving home.

250



THE OLDEST GUIDE I THE WORLD 251

105. Matterhorn guide Ulrich Inderbinen, at age 97, with 'his' mountain.
(Richard Davy)
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As a climber he undertook no new or spectacular ascents but he built up
a reputation as a thoroughly steady, reliable and considerate guide, always
patient with his clients and helpful to younger guides. Until the 1980s he
kept up with modern techniques and equipment but thereafter, being by
then in his 80s, he did not embrace new developments in sport climbing.
Nor did he use some of the new climbing gear that came in around that
time. He was essentially a traditional climber who was more interested in
the mountains than in advanced techniques for climbing them. Like most
Zermatt guides he was particularly competent in rope handling for fast
progress on mixed terrain, especially on the Matterhorn, which he climbed
about 370 times, but he preferred less crowded peaks such as the Zinal
rothorn and the Gabelhorn.

For the last 50 years of his career he had so many regular clients and
recommendations by word of mouth that he no longer needed references
in his guide's book but early entries are lavish with praise. One of his most
faithful clients was Sergei de Vesselitsky Merriman (1882-1957), an AC
member who had been London correspondent of a Russian newspaper,
Novae Vremya, until the Russian revolution (obituary AJ61). After two
expeditions with Ulrich in 1928 taking in the Rimpfischhorn and, a few
days later, the Obergabelhorn via the Wellenkuppe, returning by the
Arbengrat, he wrote that Ulrich 'combines great energy and keenness with
prudence and painstaking attention to details'.

After a month of climbing with Ulrich in 1950 a member of the AC whose
signature I could not decipher wrote that 'on all occasions his guiding has
been sure, reliable and such as to inspire confidence. A quality in him which
is very satisfactory is that he is ready to go on in the face of poor conditions
both of weather and mountain.'

In 1940 a supervisor on a course he attended wrote: 'his outstanding
technical competence, inexhaustible strength and quiet manner make him
an excellent mountain guide'. In 1933 an American climber wrote simply
that 'our guide was the best', to which Ulrich's dry comment was, 'Perhaps
he knew no other guides'.

His only climbing accident in 70 years of guiding was in August 1958
when a client fell while descending the Italian ridge of the Matterhorn.
Ulrich held him on the rope but dislocated his own shoulder in the process.
Fortunately two colleagues were on hand to wrench the joint back into
place and bind his arm.

He also qualified as a ski guide for high tours, but his first expedition, in
January 1931, was not auspicious. Engaged by a young Swedish visitor to
climb the Breithorn, he lacked climbing skins and simply wound thin rope
around the skis, which must have made the lO-hour climb particularly
exhausting. All went well until the descent, when he broke a leg as his skis,
which lacked metal edges, lost their grip on the glacier. He struggled on in
acute pain to Schwarzsee, where he removed his skis and sat on them to
slide slowly downhill to Zum See. There he left his skis in his father's sheep
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shed and hobbled down to Zermatt supporting himself on two ski sticks.
The client's rather surprising written comment was 'in spite of that, a good
run home'.

However, he went on to be a fust-class ski guide, particularly on the Haute
Route from Chamonix to Zermatt. He became known for his uncanny sense
of direction in bad weather, a skill he must have refined during his military
service in the Second World War, when he often had to patrol the high
frontier areas above Zermatt on skis alone at night, forbidden to use a torch.
Hermann Biner tells of an occasion when some guides and their clients
were sitting out a blizzard in the Britannia hut. Late in the day the door
suddenly opened and in came Ulrich with a client. To the astonishment of
the assembled guides he had made his way from the Monte Rosa hut through
the foul weather without a compass, a piece of equipment he regarded as
superfluous for an experienced guide on home ground.

He continued to ski until the age of 94. On one of his last outings I watched
him set off confidently down the red run from the top station of the
Trockener Steg cable car above Zermatt, not fast but very steady and in full
control. He told me later he had been practising for the international guides'
ski race, an event he always won, as he liked to boast, adding reluctantly,
after a suitable pause for effect, that he was the only entrant in his age
group.

The story of Ulrich's life is also the story of Zermatt's evolution from a
small, isolated village with only 741 inhabitants to one of the world's top
winter and summer resorts. He was born on 3 December 1900 in an
exceptionally cold winter. Infant and maternal mortality were high in those
days, especially in winter. There was no doctor in the village in winter and
the 22-mile path to the valley was often blocked, so even a minor illness
could be a death sentence. None of the children of his father's first wife
reached adulthood, and she herself died young. Ulrich's mother then lost
two children herself. The cog railway from Visp, which had opened in 1891,
did not start winter services until 1929.

Ulrich's parents were farmers who lived only just above subsistence level.
Resisting the pull of the growing tourist industry, they moved in the summer
between Zmutt and Blatten, small settlements on the high pastures above
Zermatt, with nine children, four cows and several hens, returning to
Zermatt in the winter, when the children had to attend school.

There was no school in summer because children were expected-to work.
Ulrich started at the age of four, tending cows and collecting fuewood. He
remained a farmer until the age of 20, when he decided to improve his
prospects by training as a guide. Before being admitted to the course,
however, he had to show that he had climbed a mountain, which he had
never in fact done, so he got together with his sister, a friend and the friend's
sister, none of whom had any serious climbing experience, and set off up
the.Matterhorn. The girls wore long skirts and carried flickering lanterns,
which often blew out as they groped their way up from the H6rnli hut in
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the pre-dawn darkness, following the scratches left on the rock by the nailed
boots of previous climbers. Astonishingly they all returned safely from this
foolhardy trip.

But even after qualifying as a guide it was difficult to find work, especially
as he had no connections in the hotel trade, so life remained hard. His first
climb as a guide - the Matterhorn - did not come until July 1925, and he
spent many long hours waiting for clients or climbing about 1500m to the
top station of the Gornergrat railway to meet the first train of the morning
(he could not afford a ticket). He also took a variety of other jobs out of
season, such as construction work and clearing snow from the Gornergrat
railway, as well as helping on his parents' farm.

He learnt rudimentary English from his English aunt who lived in
Zermatt. She was married to his uncle Moritz Inderbinen, a guide who
had spent time in the household of Dr Montagu Butler, headmaster of
Harrow and subsequently Master of Trinity College, Cambridge. (An
obituary of Moritz appeared in AJNovember 1926.)

In 1928, while bringing in the har~est, he met Anna Aufdenblatten, three
years his senior, and married her five years later after several postponements
caused by poverty and deaths in both families. As was the custom in those
days, the brief wedding was at 6am so that everyone, including the couple,
could get back to work immediately afterwards. Honeymoons, or even
holidays, were unheard of. They had a son, German-Ulrich, and a daughter,
Maria, who cared for him after the death of his wife in 1984.

Not until after the Second World War did U1rich start to earn a comfort
able living. Yet he looked back on his early hardships with affection,
regretting that tourism had destroyed much of the neighbourly solidarity
of Zermatt: 'In the old days life was hard but good. Everyone had little
and helped everyone else. People were more content than they are today.'
But he gave every impression of enjoying life until almost the end and was
tolerant of modern ways. He approached death with serenity. Asked by a
young journalist if he was afraid of dying, he replied humorously that he
was not worried because when he looked at the local paper he scarcely ever
saw a death notice for anyone of his age.
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