Some extreme ski runs
Kurt Lapuch
(Translation: E. N. Bowman)

'Never attempt anything that's beyond you' is an old mountaineering axiom
equally applicable to ski-ing. As in climbing, the limit of the possible is continually being raised, and men of courage and strength, prepared to push
themselves to extremes, have, during the last few years, managed to ski
in places where hitherto nobody had dared to venture. Ice-walls have been
descended on ski which many a good mountaineer would think twice about
climbing.
For example, who would ever have thought that it would be possible to ski
down the North-west face of the Wiesbachhorn? Alpine history was made
on this face in 1924 by Fritz Rigele and Willi Welzenbach, when for the first
time ice-pitons were employed in overcoming the notorious ice-bulge, the
steepest part of the face. It is true that the steepness of the 'bulge' has been
reduced somewhat by ablation in the course of the last few years, but the
inclination is still of the order of 60° [23].

Near the top of the
Northface of the 801111blick 25 May 1968. Photo:
copyright Kurt Lapuch
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Extreme ski descents are not an entirely new phenomenon, for a few doughty
skiers with much less efficient equipment than today descended some wellknown ice-walls even before the last war. For example, two skiers from Salzburg, Kugler and Schlager, in 1935 did the North face of the Fuscherkarkopf
(3336 m) in the Glockner region, which has an inclination of almost 50°. In
those days crampons were attached to the outside of the rucksack to be used
as a brake in case of a fall-indeed, I still find this method effective today.
In May 1933 F. Rieckh, from the Tyrol, had considerable success in the
Otztal and Stubai ranges. Using 220 cm hickory ski he descended the East
face of the Weisskugel (3739 m) and also the North wall of the Zuckerhutl
(3507 m), but his greatest accomplishment was the descent of the 250 m East
face of the Schrankogel (3496 m), the inclination of which is above 45°, in
thirteen uniform turns. The second descent was made in 1951 by Ernst
Senn, the present head of the Tyrol Mountaineering School at Innsbruck,
accompanied by Josl Knoll. He compared the start of the descent of an ice-wall
with the impression that a ski jumper has just before he takes off on a long ski
jump.
The North-east face of the Ruderhofspitze, in the Stubai group, was descended by Emo Henrich in 1941.
In 1961 the first ski descent of the Pallavicini couloir on the Gross Glockner
caused a sensation. This was accomplished by the Austrians Winter and
Zakarias using so-called 'snow gliders', very short ski only 60 cm long. These
demand a completely different running technique, but as they are so short it
is considerably easier to change direction.
Another outstanding performance was that by the Austrians Andreas Hortnagel and Helmut Wagner, who made the descent of the North face of the
Hochfernerspitze (3463 m), in the Zillertal range, with ordinary touring ski
on 3 June 1964.
The Austrians, however, were not the only specialists in descents of steep
ice-faces, for Swiss and French ski-mountaineers have also made some
momentous descents during the last few years.
One great problem, the descent of the North face of Mont Blanc, was solved
by Lionel Terray in 1960. In 1968 the Swiss ski instructor Sylvain Saudan
succeeded in ski-ing down the Whymper Couloir on the Aiguille Verte, which
in places attains an inclination of 55°, and at a later date descended the
Gervasutti Couloir on Mont Blanc du Tacul, which has an average gradient of
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50°, on his 210 cm skis (A.J. 74 349)' This performance will not lightly be
repeated. He was the first to attempt the East face of Monte Rosa, the highest
ice-wall in the Alps (2000 m), in June 1969. After climbing down about 400 m
from the Silbersattel, he skied alone down the huge ice-run of the Marinelli
Couloir.

I accomplished my first very steep descent twenty years ago in the Otztal
group, dragging my 215 cm ski up to the top of the Brochkogel (3636 m) and
making a solo descent of the South face. But it was not until 1966 that I succeeded in finding a friend with similar tastes, with whom I could attempt the
steepest faces. It was then that Manfred Oberegger and I descended the East
face of the Goll, in the Berchtesgaden range. This is an easy summer climb
of Grade II-III, but the descent (about 80 m) is hellishly steep and I believe
that we were the first to ski down the whole face on our 170 cm ski, without
climbing down the top part.
On 25 May 1968 we had a go at the orth face of the Sonnblick, in the Hohe
Tauern. We abseiled down the first 80 m directly below the observatory,
over rocks and an extensive cornice, in order to reach the couloir on the North
face, which is 500 m long and set at an angle of 55°. The snow was soft and
rotten but we had to accept this risk in order to be able to find a stance at all.
We descended on a 40 m 7 mm rope as follows. The first man skied down
40 m, rammed a ski deep in the snow and belayed the rope round it. The
second then skied down two rope-lengths (80 m) and employed the same
belaying tactics. We felt that leading through in this way was best, for safety
reasons. Whether it would have worked out in actual practice in the case of a
fall was, fortunately, not put to the test [21].
The ideal snow for the holiday skier, about 5 cm, is not sufficient for the face
skier, as it barely affords the necessary support. On the other hand, soft snow
increases the danger of avalanches and also makes the ice-axe belay inadequate.
The most suitable period for steep descents is from May to July, and there are
usually only a few hours available when it is possible safely to become involved
in objectively dangerous faces. Apart from ski-ing know-how, considerable
courage, and above all great Alpine experience, is essential. Accurate ski-ingand
correct weighting of the lower ski are a sine qua non for every steep descent. It is
rarely possible to execute a normal turn and a change of direction is best effected by ajump turn on the lower ski. The kick turn (umsteigen) is more difficult.
For years I had had designs on the East face of Monte Rosa; and towards
the end of May 1969 I went to Macugnaga with my friend Manfred Oberegger.

23-4 The first ski descent of the North-west face of the Wiesbachhcrn June 1969.
Photo: Kurt Lapuch

Rain was rattling on the roofs of the village and the face was invisible. Two days
later, as we stood on the summit of the Zumsteinspitze, the mist had lifted
somewhat and about half the wall was visible. We were very impressed by the
steep ice and rock slopes below the Nordend and Signalkuppe. Fresh snow
put paid to any attempt of a descent, and the bad weather continued for the
next few days.
However, the plan was conceived and it would not let us rest. About mid
summer we succeeded in making the first ski descent of the North-west face
of the Wiesbachhorn as a sort of consolation prize, but it was a wonderful
experience. We made a new climb up the North face, carrying our skis with us,
and in the afternoon descended the 60° North-west face. We had to use
the rope at the 'bulge' [24]. The whole face was unbelievably steep, but we
managed it without falling, albeit with beating hearts. Four weeks later a
high-pressure system became stationary over the Alps. Now was the time for
action. A pilot friend of ours flew us in his Cessna to Sion in the Valais, where
we chartered a Pilatus and landed the same afternoon on the Grenz glacier,
just below the Signalkuppe, at a height of 4000 m. An excursion to the summit
of the Parrotspitze rewarded us with a magnificent view. The sun was just
sinking behind the Matterhorn as we reached the Cabana Margherita on the
Signalkuppe, the highest mountain hut in Europe.
Next morning, 20 July 1969, the weather looked promising, and there was not
a cloud in the sky as we reached the top of the Zumsteinspitze (4561 m).

25 The East face of Monte Rosa, showing line offirst ski descent
from the Zumsteinspitze Photo: Alan Blackshaw

We had plenty of time. Macugnaga lay far below, separated from us by ice,
rocks and yawning crevasses. Dare we try it ? The ice-slope below the Zumsteinspitze glittered in the sunlight and looked by no means inviting.
It was just nine 0' clock as we fastened on our skis and put on the rope. Manfred
started off, and 5 m further on his feet shot from under him. He was, however,
able to stop himself at the last second and continued on down. He made a
couple of short turns and then disappeared behind a hump of ice. 'Come on',
he called, and now it was up to me. The upper part of the slope was incredibly
steep, at least 55°. I made a fast traverse over the smooth ice, carefully watched
by Manfred. He had inserted an ice-screw as an extra precaution, but would
he be able to check a fall? However, my 170 cm Kastle CPM skis held the ice
admirably. After 80 m the slope eased off slightly and the surface afforded
more hold. Manfred unroped and we proceeded without belaying. I allowed
the 7 mm rope to trail behind me as an avalanche cord (lawinenschnur). We
had to negotiate some ice-falls with deep blue crevasses. I was forced to jump
one, but the take-off was icy and I lost my balance and fell. My Lusser bindings,
which I had neglected to fasten properly, opened and I was unable to control
my skis. Suddenly there was a jerk, Manfred got to me and was able to arrest
my fall. Slightly shaken we continued on our way with caution, roping up at
the more dangerous places.

We had now reached the Marinelli Couloir, a precipitous ice-gully, running
down for a 1000 m at an average angle of between 45° and 50°, and decidedly
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He accompanied us down to Macugnaga, where we had a rapturous welcome
from guides and tourists. We were repeatedly toasted in wine and whisky
when all we wanted was cold water and some food. When the President of
the Club dei 4000 had presented us with badges of membership, the most
strenuous part of our trip was over!
SOME EXAMPLES OF STEEPNESS
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Approach to Miyar Nullah
28 The approach to the Miyar Nullah From sketch map by D. H. Challis. The
approach to the peak of 20,040 ft east of the Chobia Pass appeared dangerous, but
from a distance this looks an impressive mountain which would make a worthwhile
objective

