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Prologue

Today is Tuesday, 24 September 1991. My red Mercedes Kombi is moving down the tarmac strip of the Inn valley motorway, as it does every morning. Only this morning began differently. As I drive to my job in Innsbruck, I have the feeling that today will change a good many things – though what, exactly, I don’t know. I steer the car onto the slip road. It’s 7 a.m. and the carriageway in the direction of the Brenner Pass and Italy is still almost empty, with only a few trucks on the move. It’s a good time for reflection, this early hour.

Three days ago, on Saturday, a brief report appeared in the Tiroler Tageszeitung:

During their descent from the Finailspitze on Thursday tourists discovered a body partially emerging from the glacier below the Hauslabjoch. Only its head and shoulders were clear of the ice. The warden of the refuge reported the find to the police at Sölden. Judging by the dead man’s equipment, he was a mountaineer. It seems that the accident occurred some decades ago. The body has not yet been identified.

As a rule archaeologists do not concern themselves with bodies in glaciers. They are ‘too recent’. But time and again I am moved by such a lonely, cold death. An ice-bound sleep for dozens of years, until the glacier again releases the mortal remains – almost as though nature were scoffing at a puny human, depriving him of fitting burial.

Now the sun has risen over the ridge of the Kitzbühel Alps, flooding the valley. To my right lies the small village of Kramsach with its popular open-air museum of Tyrolean farm life. A few years ago we worked on a dig for that museum. An ancient farmhouse had been discovered, dating back to the Middle Ages – to the fourteenth or possibly even the thirteenth century. The museum staff had wanted to excavate it and reassemble it at Kramsach. Everything was carefully planned, and archaeologists were brought in. We dug and discovered that in fact the house probably dated from the seventeenth century. The attractive old house ceased to be of interest, and it fell victim to the builder’s axe. But that was not on my mind this Tuesday.

1991 had been a year of glacier bodies, victims of the mountains. One discovery followed another. Surely this one would be the last. Six bodies found in the glacier ice in a single year, the same number as in the almost forty years between 1952 and 1990. This year a normally rare event had become almost commonplace.

On 7 August 1991 the mountain-lodge keeper Horst Frankhauser found two bodies on the Alpeinerferner glacier in the Stubai Alps. Both were identified. They had been apprentice mountain guides, 28-year-old Odo Strolz and 31-year-old Otto Linher. A detailed statement on the incident was made at the time. On 2 May 1953, during a training course, two rope parties chose a route across the flank of the glacier. They crossed a crevasse, its lethal dangers hidden from their eyes by a treacherous snow-bridge. Two climbers crashed 10 metres to their death. Masses of snow and ice fell on top of them, burying the two men; a rescue attempt was unsuccessful. The accident took place at an altitude of approximately 3,000 metres. Thirty-eight years later, at an altitude 1,000 metres less, and about 300 metres lower down the glacier, the slowly descending ice flow released the bodies.

On 24 August 1991, in the ice of the Bergglasferner, also in the Stubai Alps, a climber at the Franz-Senn-Hütte found the body of Dr Kurt Jeschke, a mountain guide who had lost his life on 5 March 1981, in the course of a guided ascent, at an altitude of 2,910 metres. The safety rope mechanism had failed when Jeschke fell through a snow-bridge into a 30-metre-deep crevasse. Trapped in the 25-centimetre gap between the ice walls, he was buried under the masses of snow that crashed down after him. At the time, unfavourable weather conditions prevented the recovery of the body. For ten years it remained encased in the ice, until it, too, was released by the glacier, 350 metres away from the site of the accident.

Only five days later, on 29 August 1991, the bodies of two other mountaineers appeared out of the Sulztalferner glacier, also in the Stubai Alps. They were still carrying their identity cards and were found to be Henna Schlager and Josef Schneider from Vienna. No one knows how that accident happened. They were reported missing on 8 August 1934 – evidently the day they died. Their bodies were held in the glacier ice for fifty-seven years.

On my left the wide mouth of the Ziller valley moves past. The light, as so often at this hour, is still muted by a delicate veil of morning mist. But already the peaks of the Zillertal Alps gleam in the distance. Another 30 kilometres to Innsbruck. Probably I would have completely forgotten about Saturday’s brief newspaper item, had it not been for a strange article on Monday – yesterday.

I can’t forget that piece. It was in the Tiroler Tageszeitung (23 September 1991). It seems that the media have not yet done with the latest glacier corpse:

The world-famous South Tyrolean mountaineers Reinhold Messner and Hans Kammerlander, now on a circular tour of the South Tyrol peaks, took a closer look on Saturday at the body found at the Similaun glacier. At the Similaun refuge, the stopover for their twelfth stage, Messner remarked that the body might be a warrior from the days of Frederick IV, popularly nicknamed ‘Empty-Purse’. On the man’s back burn marks can be identified, his legs are wrapped in leather straps, and his footwear reminded Messner of that of the Eskimos. In his hand he was holding a metal axe. The well-preserved corpse, which is at least a hundred years old but might date back to the fourteenth century, reveals a deep wound on the back of the head. The body was yesterday recovered by helicopter and is now being examined at the Forensic Institute. Messner and Kammerlander had met the historian Hans Haid at the Similaun refuge for a discussion on the Ötztal and its significance as a border region between North and South Tyrol. However, the main topic of conversation was the body found at the Similaun glacier. Messner and Kammerlander, whose attention had been drawn to the find by a German mountaineer, believe that this is an exceptional archaeological discovery.

That made me sit up, albeit in what was to prove a totally wrong expectation.

On my right appears the ancient fortress of Burg Tratzberg, high on the slopes of the Karwendel range. Shaded by black conifers, the massive walls with their battlements stand sombre guard above the Inn valley. In the old days ships, rafts, carriages and carts had to pay a toll here. Now cars and trains streak past unhindered.

It occurs to me that Messner’s conjectures have sometimes to be taken with a pinch of salt. After all, not so long ago he claimed to have tracked down the yeti in the Himalayas. Still, maybe there really is something to the Hauslabjoch find. Recently I had set up a Department for Medieval and Modern Archaeology at the Archaeological Institute of the University of Innsbruck. Suppose the body was really rather older than the usual glacier corpses? This would make it a case for Modern Archaeology. At any rate, yesterday I decided to telephone the Forensic Department, with which I had had no dealings up till now. At first the director, Professor Rainer Henn, was cautious. The body would only be brought in later in the day. He drew my attention to the fact that according to the police report it was probably a case of accidental death. Henn himself would rather not speculate about the age of the body.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t join the recovery party because there wasn’t enough room in the helicopter. But Professor Henn promised to phone me at the institute if there really was anything out of the ordinary about the body.

I waited for his call until the end of the working day; then, disappointed, I drove home. I didn’t know what to think. Not until much later did I learn that Henn had indeed tried to reach me at the institute that evening, but I had already left.

Today things have begun to move towards a climax. The newspaper articles are getting longer, and the first pictures are appearing. This from the Tiroler Tageszeitung of 24 September 1991:

Mystery still surrounds the age and identity of the presumably historical glacier corpse recovered below the Hauslabjoch near the Finailspitze in the Upper Ötztal. The body was released by the glacier ice just on the state frontier. The remains were handed over yesterday to the Innsbruck Forensic Institute. The examination is to be performed today. The first impression of Prof. Rainer Henn, the head of department, was ‘Old rather than recent!’ According to a report by Markus Pirpamer, the warden of the Similaun refuge who took part in the recovery, further external evidence was discovered yesterday, pointing to the great age of the find. It seems that near the body pieces of birch bark stuffed with hay were found, which served as gloves. Also stuffed with hay was the footwear, of which only tatters of leather survive. An axe was also found, consisting of a wooden handle and an iron or copper blade attached to it with leather thongs, as well as a small stone knife. On the dead man’s back there is said to be a kind of tattoo in the shape of ten lines arranged in three rows one above the other. Chamois hairs, also discovered according to eyewitnesses, suggest that the dead man may have been a hunter.

What excited me even more than the description was the pictures. A kind of tassel, described as ‘plaited’. Not much of a clue. Likewise the wooden implement, which looks like the chewed stub of a carpenter’s pencil and is described in the article as a ‘spindle’. And then, scarcely recognizable in the coarse screen of newsprint, the ‘stone knife’. Was that minute edge really made of stone? And what about the axe? Was the blade of ‘iron or copper’? The fuzzy photograph didn’t help. But the handle, only partially visible in the picture, is beyond doubt an elbow-shafting with leather-thong binding. Such shaftings existed in our area in the Neolithic period, and even into the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age. This means that the axe must be at least 2,000 years old, if not a lot older. The other photograph shows the ‘exceptionally well-preserved body in the ice’, as the caption puts it. Again, not a lot to be made out clearly. On the left there’s a man with white hair and glasses, giving an expert opinion on the corpse. This was Henn, the forensic expert, whom I had yet to meet.

At 8 a.m. the floors and corridors of the faculty building are still deserted. My room is on the sixth floor, high above the roofs of the city. Its windows face south and west. My eyes roam over the Tux and Stubai Alps. So much could have happened beyond those mountains. Before me the Berg-Isel ski-jump sits on the hillside where, not long ago, the Pope preached to a huge crowd of believers. I could see him in his white vestments as I sat at my desk.

The telephone rings. Professor Henn informs me that the recovered body is indeed an unusual case, a non-typical glacier corpse. Would I like to see it? What a question!

I get him to tell me the way; it’s no more than two or three minutes’ walk. The Institute of Forensic Medicine is boxed in by ugly hospital buildings. Its large brownish panels between slim concrete pillars are a cool contrast to the venerable, Schönbrunnyellow building of the Anatomical Institute across the road. I can’t see inside: the windows are made of reflecting glass.

Henn is at the entrance to welcome me. He offers me a worker’s muscular forearm with a firm handshake. We introduce ourselves and take an instant liking to one another. A head shorter than me, he has a broad, open face with shrewd blue eyes that smile up at me. He is wearing a knee-length white medical overall with rolled-up sleeves. Sadly, our friendship is to be all too brief. Only a few months later he was killed in a car accident.

Polite formalities are dispensed with. Henn leads the way to the small dissecting room. At once I am surrounded by that indefinable hospital smell, probably phenol or some other disinfectant. The door can only be opened from inside. The room is large and light, cool but not cold, the walls covered with pale green tiles. In front of me is a row of slabs with stainless steel tops on massive low columns; two of the slabs are covered with sheets. Over to the right, in the corner, is the frame for the refuse bag. Better not look into it. To the left, at the back, is a trolley, also covered with a sheet, which shows the outlines of a shapeless bundle underneath. Bare pale feet stick out. Some formalities remain to be completed. The head surgeon, Dr. Hans Unterdorfer, is introduced to me. What a contrast to Professor Henn! Tall and heavily built, he shakes hands. A relaxed face smiles at me. So these are the forensic medics about whose work one tends to talk in whispers, if at all.

Henn gives a sign and everything falls silent. Only a chronometer can be heard ticking softly in the background. Unterdorfer and a porter remove the sheets. The time is exactly 8.05 a.m. A routine forensic case is about to become the archaeological sensation of the century.

On the slab lies the shrivelled corpse of a man, naked except for a strange, grass-filled shoe. Alongside him lies a long wooden stave with a fibrous end. Laid out on the same slab, on a piece of green cloth, are the other finds – the axe with its elbow-shafting and metal blade, a stone bead with a strange tassel of twisted leather thongs, the small dagger with its wooden handle, the ‘pencil stub’, a kind of belt-bag, a wooden stick with holes in it, a scrap of leather and a nut-sized stone. On the other slab are all kinds of round and flat pieces of wood, torn cords, plaited material, bunches of hair and grass, two objects suggesting tree fungi, numerous remains of leather and fur, and various other items.

I only need a few seconds. This is something any first-year prehistory student could identify. The items that are more or less readily datable are the metal blade of the axe, the flint blade of the dagger and another flint implement which peeps through a tear in the belt-bag. Because of its delicate water patina it is impossible to say whether the axe-head is of reddish copper or golden bronze. The flanged edges lead me to opt for the Early Bronze Age, since 99.9 per cent of all flanged axe-heads belong to that culture. At this early stage, it would be too bold to opt for its being one of the minute number of Neolithic – invariably copper – flanged axe-heads that survive.

I straighten up and give my verdict: ‘Roughly four thousand years old.’ And because the whole collection conveys a rather ancient impression even to the naked eye, I add a little more softly, ‘And if the dating is revised it will be even earlier.’ Henn and Unterdorfer look at me with total disbelief but quickly the tension vanishes and the fiercest discussion ever to be conducted in the Institute of Forensic Medicine erupts. This is only the beginning. What we would be faced with over the next few hours, days and nights remains indescribable. Though I will try to describe events as they unfolded, at best it will be only a pale imitation of what really happened. You just had to be there.

A fully equipped prehistoric man – nothing like it had ever been seen by an archaeologist, or indeed by anyone else in modern times. Whenever he described my reaction later, Henn would claim with a grin: ‘His jaw simply dropped.’ But those who know me will also know that then, in the dissecting room, I had ‘put on my inscrutable expression’, as the German weekly Die Zeit was to report on 7 August 1992.

I

Discovery, Recovery, Investigation

1 Thursday, 19 September 1991


Erika and Helmut Simon live in Nuremberg, the provincial capital of Franconia. All around that ancient imperial city, which suffered such destruction in the war, extends the flat Nuremberg countryside, resembling nothing so much as a sandpit. Helmut Simon is a caretaker, his wife works on a newspaper. They are a modest couple who radiate contentment. Never in their wildest dreams did they imagine that one day they would be seen on television screens around the world. Although the Simons are no longer young, they go to the Alps every year.

From 15 to 23 September 1991 the couple were on holiday in the Italian South Tyrol, in the popular little resort village of Unserfrau im Schnalstal. From there it is not far to the peaks of the main Alpine ridge. As always they planned their daily excursions with care. Both of them are experienced mountaineers, unafraid of even the most difficult routes, but they always like to be back in their village by nightfall.

Their destination for Wednesday, 18 September, was the Similaun summit, at 3,607 metres above sea level a normal day’s climb of medium difficulty for a trained mountaineer. The Simons are a capable pair. They chose a little-used route across an icefield. Unexpectedly, they found themselves faced with wide crevasses, disappearing down into darkness. Laborious detours became necessary. Already the midday sun was beating down on them. Their schedule was falling apart. But like all true mountaineers they wanted to reach their objective. At last they stood on the summit – but by then it was 3.30 p.m.

It became clear that a full descent would be impossible before dusk. They consulted their tourist map to locate the nearest refuge. The descent to the Similaunhütte, the Similaun refuge, took about two hours. On the way they were joined by two Austrian mountaineers, who had made reservations there. The sun was just dipping below the crest as they reached the hut and so they were forced to spend the night there.

The early morning heralded a radiant day. This is Thursday, 19 September 1991. The Simons had really intended to return directly to the car park, but such brilliant mountain weather is irresistible. The peaks beckon. Their programme has been abandoned anyway. On the spur of the moment the Simons decide to climb the 3,516-metre Finailspitze. At the peak they rest for about an hour, beginning their descent around 12.30 p.m.

Once more they leave the marked path and choose a route to the Similaun refuge, where they have left their rucksacks. They cross a wide, slightly inclined snowfield that ends at a small rocky ridge, behind which lies a narrow gully. Its base is filled partly with glacier ice and partly with meltwater. To avoid it they make an arc towards the left. The time is 1.30 p.m.

Later, Helmut Simon would describe their discovery to us like this: ‘From a distance of 8 or 10 metres we suddenly saw something brown sticking out of the ice. Our first thought was that it was rubbish, perhaps a doll, because by now there is plenty of litter even in the high mountains. As we came closer, Erika said: “But it’s a man!”’ Helmut Simon immediately ran back to get the Austrian couple, from whom they had parted shortly before. But they were no longer in sight.

Sticking out of the ice is a leather-brown round shaved-looking skull with a medallion-sized injury. Also visible are the shoulders and back, draped against a rock. The face is immersed in water, with dirt around the chin. The arms cannot be seen, and seem to be missing. Because of its delicate proportions, Erika suggests that it is the body of a woman.

‘We thought it was a mountaineer who died here. We were shocked and didn’t touch the body. There was a blue ski-clip lying nearby, the rubber strap used for tying skis for transport. We thought the accident probably happened ten or twenty years ago. Not far from the body we saw a piece of birch bark, which used to be a tube but had been squashed flat, wound round with string or leather and open at both ends. Helmut picked it up, looked at it carefully and put it back. We memorized the exact position of the body before we left. Helmut took a photograph as a record, in case the place couldn’t be found again from our description.’ It was the last frame of his film – the photograph of the year.

The Simons still have a descent of about an hour ahead of them. After ten minutes they meet a walker who intends to climb the Finailspitze. They exchange greetings – but they do not tell him of their discovery. For a long while they watch him move on. He sticks closely to the path and so is unlikely to see the body. Some twenty minutes later they meet another man who has lost his way on the ridge. They do not reveal anything to him either.

The Simons reach the Similaun refuge towards 2.30 p.m. The guests are sitting outside, enjoying the sunshine. Only the innkeeper, Markus Pirpamer, is busy inside. Tormented by thirst, but even more so by the need to recover from their shock, they go into the kitchen and order a beer. Then Helmut Simon asks if anyone from the hut is missing. Pirpamer says no, and the Nuremberg couple tell him of their discovery. Immediately there is great excitement. Pirpamer questions them meticulously about the spot. He even steps outside with Helmut Simon and gets him to describe the route. A few tourists prick up their ears and ask what has happened, and the Simons tell of their find below the Hauslabjoch. Markus Pirpamer undertakes to notify the police.

The Nuremberg couple wait for the rescue helicopter. But when it fails to arrive they set off again at about 4.30 p.m. They spend a few more enjoyable days in the mountains before returning home on Monday, 23 September. The reporters are already lying in wait.

Markus Pirpamer knows his mountains. He is still quite young and only recently took over the running of the hut from his father. In the summer he is very busy, but in winter, when the refuge is buried under deep snow, it stays closed. The exact spot of the find was said to be close to the main ridge. Every Tyrolean knows that the international frontier runs along the watershed. But in the high mountains, who cares about the exact line of the frontier? The discovery of a dead body, however, does give rise to formalities. Better get in touch with the Italians as well as the Austrians. Markus Pirpamer informs the police in Schnals (Senales) in South Tyrol and their counterparts in Sölden in North Tyrol. Since the Italians decline any interest, the incident becomes the responsibility of the Austrians.

To be on the safe side, Markus Pirpamer also phones his father, Alois, who is in charge of mountain rescue in the Upper Ötztal as well as manager of the Hotel Post in Vent. At one time Vent was just a small mountain village where life was tough for the inhabitants, but now tourism provides a reliable income. At an altitude of 1,893 metres Vent is the highest permanent settlement anywhere in the Tyrol, but with only four snow-free months in the year summer there is very short. Vent is also the last spot in the Ötztal accessible by car. Any further progress into rock and ice has to be on foot – or by helicopter.

Alois Pirpamer begins to research the likely identity of the dead man. There is Carlo Capsoni, a music professor from Verona, who has been missing roughly since the outbreak of the Second World War. He had been on a walk from the Schone Aussicht to the Similaun refuge by way of the Hauslabjoch. The identity of the victim seemed, for the time being, established.

Shortly after the Simons’ departure Markus Pirpamer gets ready to set out. He asks his Bosnian helper, Blaz Kulis, to go with him. After a short search he finds the corpse, its upper body sticking out of the ice. Under the chin he spots the remains of fur or hair. It looks like a beard. The skin reminds him of leather and is otherwise totally smooth. The bones protrude clearly. Pirpamer notices, too, the birch-bark container lying some 1.5 metres from the head. It contains a little wet grass. About 5 metres away the two men discover more items, this time on a raised rocky ledge. There is an implement with a long wooden handle bound with leather thongs and a metal blade rather like an ice-pick or an axe. Naturally, a mountaineer will think of an ice-pick first. How could one cross a glacier without one?

All kinds of small round and flat pieces of wood are lying nearby. Pirpamer thinks they are broken snowshoes, while Kulis suggests they might be bits of a wrecked sledge. Scattered about are torn cords and squeezed into a crevice in the rock are clumps of hair and scraps of fur, presumably a chamois-skin. Leaning at an angle against the rocky ledge is a long pointed stave, its lower end held firmly in the ice. They pick up the loose fragments and examine them carefully, then they put them back. Everything is exceedingly odd, exceedingly mysterious. They take another look at the corpse. On his back they can make out black streaks. Could they be burn marks? After about half an hour they leave, and meet no one on their return journey.

That same afternoon officer Florian Bauernfeind is sitting in his gloomy office at the Sölden police station catching up on a backlog of reports and statements. At 3.10 p.m. the telephone rings – it is Markus Pirpamer. The two men know each other well. Bauernfeind receives the report of the discovery of a body below the Hauslabjoch. At that precise moment no Alpine officer is available in Sölden to follow up the matter. Pirpamer’s information is checked against an Alpine Club map. The spot in question is indeed close to the Austro-Italian frontier. Helmut Hager, the station chief, phones back for more details. But he can only reach Adolfine Pirpamer, the wife of Alois, the mountain rescue chief.

Information so far is vague. There is talk of a certain Capsoni. As a precaution Inspector Hager contacts his colleague in Imst and requests the dispatch of Alpine police by helicopter to recover the body. Police officer Anton Koler takes the call. It is late in the afternoon, too late to do anything today, he says. But tomorrow the Ministry of the Interior helicopter will be sent. Koler asks for a copy of the official report to be sent over.

At Sölden the police officer on duty is relieved by his colleague on the evening shift. Officer Helmut Holzknecht writes up the report and at 7.18 p.m. faxes it to Imst where it arrives four minutes later. This is the report which the forensic examiner Dr. Henn will find on his desk four days later, on Monday, 23 September 1991:

Alpine incident: body discovered at Hauslabjoch (Niederjochferner) – preliminary report. On 19 September 1991 towards 12.00 mountaineers descending from the Finailspitze, in the area of the Hauslabjoch (a little below), found a body half emerged from the glacier, almost upright in the ice. Only head and shoulders projecting from the ice. Markus Pirpamer, the keeper of the Similaunhütte, thereupon notified the Sölden police. He was at the location himself in the afternoon. Judging by the equipment, this was an alpine accident going back many years. As was established at Vent, a music professor from Verona by name of Capsoni, on a walk from the Schone Aussicht to the Similaunhutte via the Hauslabjoch about the year 1938, is still missing. Recovery of the body is expected to take place on 20.09.1991. A further report will be submitted.

Koler also makes contact with the air operations centre in Innsbruck. The recovery flight is scheduled for the following day.

And so the day moves towards its close. Markus Pirpamer serves the guests at his mountain lodge. In Sölden the police carry on with their duties. Alois Pirpamer has the dining room of his hotel prepared for breakfast. The Simons are on their way to Unserfrau. No one talks about the incident any more. Later in the evening, however, towards 9 p.m., the phone rings again. It is the Italian police in Senales asking whether anything is known about the body found that day. They are told that everything is under control. So things take their normal course, and the case of the body found in the glacier follows the official procedure.
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