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‘All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds, wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act on their dreams with open eyes, to make them possible.’

– T. E. Lawrence
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Preface

I’m edging my way slowly down the rock face. I can barely see with the powdered snow blowing in my eyes, and I’m continually being pelted with small bits of ice and rock falling from above. My climbing partner Steve Vincent is somewhere above me, but I can hardly see or hear him in the dark and the screaming wind. Every now and then I sense something much larger come hurtling past from the cliff above, and I know if one of those catches either of us that will be curtains, Christ help us. Suddenly there’s a shout, and the next moment Steve pendulums across the face of the rock, the spikes on his crampons throwing sparks from the surface, having lost a hand or foot hold. I know his full falling weight is on the rope fastened to one piton, and if that goes he will take me with him. I hold my breath, and after what seems an age he manages to stop swinging, grasp a crack and hug himself to the bare mountainside. We’re still alive, for now.

It was 1976 and we were on our third trip to the Alps. We were still really no more than boys, but we could hitchhike out there in a couple of days and spend a whole summer climbing. We were bloody fit though, and having so little money we couldn’t afford cable cars so had to lug all our gear wherever we went. We’d been in the Zermatt Valley for a couple of months, doing some pretty good routes, but we’d decided we wanted to try the north face of the Weisshorn.

We weren’t stupid, and obviously checked the weather forecast before we left Zermatt, but a lot can change in twenty-four hours. We’d walked up to the top hut with all our kit, ate, slept, then got up at 1:00 a.m. and trooped off along the normal path until we found the turning for a different and rarer one we’d agreed we wanted to try. Of course, in the dark we could not see any clouds that might be forming. When dawn broke we were high up, but you wouldn’t have known it as a fierce electric storm came from nowhere and enveloped the mountain. With the strength of the wind and the snow being driven into our faces we knew in minutes that we must abandon any hope of reaching the summit, and our lives depended on getting down as quickly as possible. We could hear the thunder and see the lightning, which seemed incredibly close and all around us, and all our gear was buzzing from the electricity in the air.

Chunks of rock and ice were falling on us as we retreated, and pretty soon we had used up most of the kit we were carrying trying to abseil down off the mountain. Like Steve, I slipped on a couple of occasions, only to feel my fall saved by the supporting rope. We gradually inched our way down throughout the day, and by about 4:00 a.m. the next morning we finally managed to find our way off the main mountain and onto the snowy path that led back to our hut, situated on a ledge some distance away. But we were utterly done for, exhausted – we could barely stand – cold and totally dehydrated having not eaten or drunk anything in more than 27 hours. The weather was still horrendous.

Steve said he’d had enough, told me just to cut the rope that still joined us together and make my own way back if I could. ‘Let me be and leave me here,’ he said. For some reason I wasn’t having that and began to pull on the rope, which only made him shout out that he’d fucking kill me if he could catch me, which was perhaps what I intended him to try. ‘You cut the rope,’ I retorted, but flicked it around to make it dance so he couldn’t reach it, which only made him angrier. We staggered on another 50 yards, and suddenly saw the silhouette of our hut appear through the snowstorm. At that we both broke down in tears and hugged each other, perhaps the only time I have ever cried at the release from sheer terror as opposed to the emotional elation of achievement. Young and fit as we were, I don’t think we would have survived another hour without shelter, and I still believe that day on the Weisshorn is the closest I have ever come to dying on a mountain. At that very time the same storm was claiming the life of my friend Dave Allcock on a neighbouring peak.
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