The life and climbs

of Fritz Wiessner
by Ed Webster

A Man for all Mountains

B lerws a fgure than Beinhobd Messmer once called
Fritd Wiessner the mosl pivotal mountaineer ol tha
Hith Century, Wiessner had a prodound EFRACT O
i ol the different schools of the sport, Trom rock
climbing (o Himalayvan mountaineering. In a sad
IOy . he |8 l,'l|.||l..'|!l|l. bl kmowen (or his tragie (KCTLI
nearly sucoessful, expedition to K1, which he has
called “the hardiesi slrugele, Lha lvghesl ||II'H_'_ ard tha
greates) disappoiniment of my climbing Lite

A Leerman climbaer tranaplanted o the Linited
Wisssnor had a Il lifie marked by

achieviemaent, disaster, a confenied Lamily
ard busineus life, and an insatiable appaotite for chimb
ing
chards early in the oentury 0 Burope, e oidrocdooed
Svmerica i the 193 s, Wiessner also
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Mty codes o
aprplisd high standands o the molntalng, in the Alps
ther Testona, amd an Canada anmd the Himalava

e e worre Biri « Bl v areas g mosiniain ranges
Whisssnaer dad ot il as namercus  Wisssrier Ko fes
amd Wiessner Cracks attest. Flis many partmers wirs
eaquenlly proamirient Willo Wiolsenbach, Liomel Terray
Bill Howmse, Hans Krause, and Hinry Barber, amongs!
aikhirrs

His boldness and creativity had its cosi
was blamed dor the death of Dudley Waolle and three
'1|‘I|'r|l.1x-1||r|l1l: IRTEES |..|-h!|t|.“ clays of the 1939 K2 l'l|.1'\l-|l||I
than. In ihe resuliing dspule, Wiessner resigned from
the American Alpine Club, although he was unani-
mirusly voled an Homorary Member in 1966, MNever
tholess, the K2 tragedy always haunted him —a trou
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Bled undercumant o an olherwise contented old age

' mountains have given me my grealest joys and
Iyiisl ||l|||||ul'||.f BHITF WS h-H"-Hlﬂ.'l LEFEE "-uH.II bt
alweays i was men who lailed me

WiessneT wak s in his ways [rem an early age. an
orginal thanker unaffected by the boundaries imiposed
v others, He was a sierm person but, leaming ol
arother's accomplishments, he became increasingly
moceplingg, and generous in ik Pt Having mace i
1H-rlr||11.l| et T R T4 Y Fi= Wials VEFyY R That rap
miight be & Vear or Bwio in oomang. In
in his pliment

porl. however
the mountains ar on the rocks
WY |essrer wias uu.':rwl1l.'l-|11u1g|\ seli-assured. at timees
wital, even jaunty

Im ks last theee decadies. bis ook a |:-.'|Ir|.|.r1'l'|.1l in
lerest in vouneer climbers. He loved o remimisoe o
them, telling storless ol color and characier. He '.pr-lnl.‘
of Teerray amd od har ropmaies as il he'd sieen tham the
dav belore. Wistiner olton said that vounger climbers
respeched him and his climbs, and knieew ham fo be a
i.'llll'\ld A

Wiessnerafter his induction into the German A my al
dge 18 fabovel, and still going sirong in his beloved
Shawamgunks af 8& frghtl, on Bear I:upulunr 5.,

Borm on February 26, VSN, n Dresden, Gaormany
Wiessner taught himsell to climb at the age of 17, His
|'|I.n'prl1||m| was The Elbateingebirge, the vertical sand-
slone owers south of Dresden, In the oid-1920"s,
WA it TR E |‘|-|l|1'\l-|.l..|. planeer 1 e somiroveesial oo ePEs il
free climbing: avodding the wse of pitons or the rope For
progress. T fedt very strongly on this subject and
climbed withoul wd whenever possible,” he woote,

I the Tirol region he made the first ascent of the
Southeas! Face of the Fleischbank in 1925 — then
prociammed as 1he hardest rock climb ever done. Uther
“last wreal problsms" in the Dobomeites of [Raly soon
followed, including the first ascent of the North Face
ol the Grosse Furchetta. These bwo climbs sealed
Wiessner's reputation as the best rock cimber of the
decade
Paninr Wmesansr Lobladion

CLImBE

1 ML



Mlditrnally, twir o Wiessner s Desl -k i 1rsts
where MMount Waddington in Canada’s Coast Hangse
and Dhsvil’'s Toseer in Weonming, The bwaes seere §hor
sty different in character: suceess on Waddimgton
proved Wiessner's mountaineenng skills, whils his
19T frowe ascend of Dervi s Towwer diemionsirated hae was
Ymerica’s best rock climibwer

I 190, 1|1|.'.|||.1||I.r'_h.|l1 (1320 Tt ] was rirgardled as
the Foremuosl problem in Morth Amenca. Thireen
atlempis on il had fatled, As Wiessner, Bl Houwse
Bty Womilsaw, and Allanson Wilcox prepared for Hhe
climby, so did two other parties. Led By William Liob
wiby and Bestor Bolbwnson, (hey included some of e
besl climbwrs from British Columiva and ths
bl iy

b 1L i |
anid somme of them had
attiempis, Wiessner s i apreed 1o wall at base
LT the oihers made their abtempis
Then, when thies sutprifale otforts failesd, Hill Flomrse
gl Wiessamie LI th prrewer lielit. Woolsey mnd Wilios
o, sded support as the climbers atlempled o pscend
only tio be turmed back by motten sk

The nest dav. they climbed directly ujp thic slvecs
Sunth Face, Toward the ond of the | -howur push, the
keved-up Wiessner changed Into rope-seled  shoes
ard LU TRTRT
r.1pp|'| LTt A chimney legd bo the swmerd rid gee, Bl
he conbinued thirough three overhanging, highhy tech
mical pitches (o the mountain's highest poinl, which
e bater deseribsed as “coweread swith twio Tl of ey
wind-blown snow cryvsials
s That one man could stand wpan 1

Pewitl’s Tovwer was an altogee e o flerent i
LEEN
1937, wn the Grst atlempt Wiessner lost o conlest ba
tween his lsce and a gooseberry bush. The nest day
armicd with a sackle, the trio progroessed smioothb until
conlromnied by a formidabbe BO-foayl crack
dirterminisd,. Wivssmeer |'-r;.l..|.ni..'-|'.,! sevieral thick. krik-
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a couloir

gave House s bBogds, e axe, and a

a spod just large ezl

Martnered by House and Lawrenoe U owveney in

T ovrisae |"'|:II

Mear Manga Parbat basecamp dn 1932 Capidain Claire,
Randall Herron, Ellzabeth Knowlton, Willy Merkl,
Peter Aschenbrenned (standing, lefl to vightl, and
Wiessner, Feliv Simon, and Willy Bechteld (sdtfing).

tesd alimgs and o Few pritons for pridection i lisdd o &
double manila mope

Wiessmer climbed with his uwsual rhyvibimic, thawless
techmigue, though his breathing sounded like a
lowomtive. Soom Coveney and Hlouse's inlonse si
||'II|I| I|'|.1'|.l'
secrrdd e of admiralbon
i am exhibetion of leading such as fw climbers over
s M Coveraey later wrole

Wierssner disappeansd over the hop of the crack
L a ;.;..lrhll'-:i shiud Blew Back, Mlose s Bheard that

wiay o spuontaneous, Feiat =nfl -uF"nlu-'II
W L‘l'u"-'l. |h_|r W AT Wi |'|

shaviik basfore, on l||"|'.'|.||E||'||.:|‘|1l'| 1E mieans wie ane EONE
bo the top,” he sakd

Adrer Drewvil s Tower, Wiessner tarmed to loftier sum
ik, Wikborao sella ‘-.‘-II.'|1I|'F|'I|1]11i||1L1r.I11h'.1|| K2 streng
thened Wiessner's wish (o climb the glanl peak. The
American Alpine Club sponsored an expedition under
Yearsaner & |1'.1|.|I.'F'¢-|1IF| wiich fimally obtained a periit
v the fall aof 1937, Unfortunately El_l, that date, YWiess
mier coribd not atford B0 fake the mecesary amusuant of
b away' from s small chemical COTParny

As g pesull, in 1938 Charles Houston led the firse
Amwerican K2 expedition. Alter much difficult climbing
Vhrwesr Rdge, mclodomg, Housae's lead of the
st aned faul

up the
i s larmines Floose's Ohimmey
Metroldt reached a |1.|r||1. point of FHIES meters

Wiessmer tried ard o convinee House and Petzoldt
by febinriy bon B2 with Bilm bn 1939, but with o sliccess
et 1l wias L i me wirite Wiessnor

Ilis 195 fpam consistesd of L h..1|_'l|,'\-|_'| L_ramnmiar. Exton
Cromwell, Jack Durrance fone of Amenca’s best skiers

and climbers), G5 C Trench, George Sheldon, and

=& e L ookia Fair



Wiessner on difficult rock high on ME. Waddington
i 199G — merfe Lhe m;i:m—-nuh'd PUTITES

Pupidley W oslier, Wiissnnar, thom 3 viesars osld, was lead
ef. The 13 Sherpas would include Pasamg Kikudi (the
Sirdar, or Sherpa beaders, Pasang Kitar, s, Dawa,
'll."'"-l"-|l". I!'umnl.;'l..uml_ and Tsering. Chandra Pandil,
an lalian schooltvacher, caime as interpieier

“WHT this be the croveningg achevement of my climb-
ing cameer T Wihissner winobe 1 his dliry WO his Firsd
slght of K2, " Everytling tat | ave learmed bnomy long
yiears in the mownkams: sehisfever deges of strenggth,
energy, endurance, and instinet that they have given
me, is dedicated to this effort — cool and deliberate,
bul with a warm heart!™

O thie mountain, progress inlHally went well. Then
Crammar subfened a mear-latal illness, probably pul
memnary edema, Durranae, the es |'u1d11|.|11'| dactinr,
terded ham devotedly. As the team gained a footbold
on the Al Ridge, two storms moved (0. Darng
the second, Wiessner and several Sherpas gained
sovme grownd, chimibing o aboul TR0 moters by July %

Uiy July Hth, the weather cleéared, bul o s prpork
carmee (o beliow . Wiessner descended bo Camp 1 ti
imwestigate. Cromeeell, Durrance, Trench, and twio
4 |'II|'"I'|'I|I"| riermad red ten i bownd; Sheldon had descendisd
bty basecamp wilh frosibitien joes

I gawe them hiell,” said Wiessnor, =1 just couldn’t
concetve that they hodn't come up to brong the sug-
phies. ” The beam then divided info thiree grsips: Dhare-
ance, Wolfe, and Weessner up hagh; Cromwell and
Trench at Camp 1Y ar lower; Sheldon and Craniner,
injured, ab Basecamp

L lui:l.' 13 and 14, Wiessmer, Wolles, amd Lama
climbesd 1o Camp VITat 7525 meters, and Camp V1T at
alsout F7I masters. Durranoe became 1l and turmed
back just above Camp VI, but the group decided that,
health permitiing, he should return o oversee the

st B Filous

camips or even bo goin i the summit bid. Inany case,
hie was o send the Sherpas and their loads up to
resupply Camp VI But Durrance did not recover ad
Camge V1, and descended, insisting that Pasang Kikul
and Diawea accimpany him h-[n.hqnﬂ mattiers worse,
Cromwell and Trench also leit their supponing robe at
IV, Unknowen o thie thre sammiat climbers, eveniual-
Iy there wonald b eithier Sirdar nor Sahib alsove base-
camp lo oversee the Sherpa load-carmeing

Wiessner and his teammatos hod buill up o series of
fully stocked camips: lety, I-Il.-t-pln.].; hages, and perarti-
stiens atood mepady al camgps 11 1Y, Y1 and VI Waolle
settled imat Camp Yl withaddibional supphies. Head-
ing for L'an'q:l IX (Pl mefers) with |".:=-.|:||n‘.-I Lamma,
Wiespnor felt all bases wirre well covered, "W would
bar madir even oF commondcatisn (wiesd u.lmpi.-tl.'lr -
virred, e wirole

Uiy July 19, in surprisingly warm lemperabunes
Lamia and YWiessner lefl l'.nll|1 1% a4l aboutl Yam for &
summibl prush. Lnabbe o determine i the promdnemnt
Wi chlitt bofore him was -ll.'.it..1r|.-|.'l'|r-|1-r|:r|.t-. Wivssner
chaose a gully toats et The steep, oy couloir endied in
an gverhang he cimbed the 5.6 mock in bare hands
From his new vantage pasint, he pould s Pt the
righ-hand allermativ e would hase been sale as well as
wasier b chimb, a recent avalanehe havimg scoured its
upper slopes cheai

M amed Lama had perhaps B feet maone o goe along
i F.n.rl_l.- straig hiforsiard smow ridge Lo resch the sume-
ik, Forctellimg o fitume trend in Himalayen moun-
tabneering. Wiessner intended to climiball through the
night, He speculaled that they could descend in siin-
shdine Uve mesd marming

Bun as the atternoomn waned, the situation had be
v increasingly tense, with Pashng Lama moarmiee-
gy and praying constanily. Now he held the mope
1|p,_|1| arved sl |.r|||||||1;|.;|l..'. “Min. Sahib  Tomicerronsy !
With a heavy hearl, Wiessner gave in

“Nasan g coe Il st graspe Ll b sl B sasiees fo g
i thae sammit than to risk rappellimg inthie dark. ™ he
obwarryvisd Beavily Latisr.

Thie descvnt was helbish Sigghb Gell as the bwo rap-
el past an overhang, Suddenly the mopes caught In
The erampons thed bo Lama’s pack, In freeing the mopse
e kv kied ol bas CTUETU s I|I--u.||||.- LTha=m i the
vl bl

Ad 28arm, the panr reachoed Camp 2 The nest day
warm sunshine revilabized them, and YWiessner sane
hathed nude. On the fdloscbng morming the snow séas
fomchebuird: e Do coiild have made good Lime =
ward o thio r-pht-h.md (TN j.;lulll.'_ Iat swrrkbvionat crams
pears, weisbd how have fo oul handreds of steps, Theme
was i choloe bul to descend. As Wiessner and Lama
approsachied Camp VI, Wolie gréeied them

“Thessie Bastards! [hoy mesver cama!™ saked Waolle of
Darrarsce arnd the Sherpas. “T'D give it 1o them when
wie ggel home, ™ Destonding, to nesupply al Camp Wil,
thar Ll was erossimg an ey slope when Walle stopped
o a ool ok Fopes, |1u|l|n|.1 Wiessner of . seconds later,
all three men plummetod down the slope.

I thought twoomvsell, God damn it! Here | have this
1h|r'|'.'I in the F‘|.I|I'I'I of miy hand, ™ Wiessner recalled, ~1
kivew what was boelow s a A-foot drop.” He
prirastied i hds o aass, dug in his nadled bools — and
stopped. Wolle and Lama fell the jull rope lengih,
hadting &0 feet above the deopoil,

Mo didd vorir dis that™ an incredulous Wolle ex-
clammed to Wiessner. Lama boked up at bim as f he
was sorme sort of o god. and even Wewessner, whao
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ilsdt guestionied. FHoalls, Lh oyl | ol T

itedd in o lotis 1t this ewhaushve K2 mepaor il

e pruil Fued. Wi w i il 181

on marks on his copy ol the report, B e wihiek
itfarr had | n rawaal Oin Decomber 26, 1960
i o legler b Al | dient Hieenry Flall, Wieasin
resipmed froom the Clu

W iolfa decision e remain al Camg Y1l has re
e Sonbross Foir marar ! WEa I Th
N rmerrnc I|.'I|-:':. firirvied 1 19ES. reflerringe difoeclv |
e B2 ar {ent, O harles Flowstom s (WL suita 3 bl

tud dor a very Bileh sumumal a chimbser lowund his o

pami ick and unable o descoend

ne there or at any of thae low
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Vel W essnar sivs Waolle was ol sick. Only several

ssier Al Lama were homsed i

Lays later, alls

I haFrowengE  desoend Tl WWaolte Deciimes ek
tir Pamidit that Waolle was Bvalth
g,

woin the mountaln, ¥ Wislle lad besen stamding oul-
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viEse wr hyed Bown sure B
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dlis of ks 1eml whien wie desce
L™ W o

1 s FIVSS 40wk ni fisotnote that, had Wiessna

d Lama made the top, the ¢vent would hawve
I the Coiirsed o Hlimglavan msunipindering

Bt omly would K2 have b thet Birsl BOM)-imdter

oA chmbeed, 1l 18 the Rardasl of Thdised i thal
1Ee g In lact, no BUOD-meter peak would b
climbed for another decads 1l tha psdend of Anna

- i
purna ke 19500 Fordilly, Wilessner amd Lamia wi

v et Phavie ascent in sdmirable sty e, carrving m
LR 1] Indeed bor thei (0 ave rosched sucts o high
I Fil S s TF@cs oy

WWIPRSAET PEVer reaily ol owver ks which wolad

mermait an ellammatory subesct s owhole Libe b
climbing was, conversely, his (AT e, Pl v

o] mosk ERuist & paerkmier gitinem by U g eedt neoi 1] 31
[LiTH obil] hiir cortalindy fiever losl hils fest [GF roek
climbing i fasr haro ||l o climbs. Hlae climmbseed Bre
guentiy in i Coviribes, and in Mesico, BEngland
| i, [baly, e, ol Cuvilrsi renden. Hie mads ski
reom e, ancenls, and am 1560 COm | letogd I
rifts qif mll o HER-priasarr gtk (A TR Tt RITRE T TE
sl ] il 5.4 i1 hae Lsiiiik alieh e owaE b
Com bl s h Ll Wl v i VW i RE
framckeermark I liker Lo B glovies (0 Phee peEaoe of TR &)

| Bai Mool Al e Wl
1945 hi marded Murise! Schoonmaker, walls
Fawerr e laad b lidrers. Bew 1952 i Tamily emaveead
Virrmionit
W1 MG, VY essmer climbaeg seveers fr = 4 B Lelinks
d i Elidoractn, though arthritis in his knees mad
g lossiivolols & struggghe, | e benascionss ¥ lisssnas
il sl dvrs saded o v et tor gt ad aied . truly. h

wid. I 1987, Wiessner sullermgd § sppjes ol |||'|'|||'.'

Fronk s Ehuik I Pty rralyded Wi, and wiolild evein
il Raikar Fils Lt
Chew a1 Idd Februiary oday, Wiessmer sl im his o hesl
Chailr Bereath Vittorio Sella™s Black -mmd -wehite prirts of

K2 [Histy mountaimicerng Books Hned the shaelves ol
ks stmdy, Cwilside, abowe the drawn shuttors, irds

fluttered i the reetops, Walching thasm, Wies s

Pt o] back and forth in silent admirabo
Il was the embodimeent of the moanbanecr Eh
£ ih KEn puvit desoribad i I Sakeasef Mowanrain
'k thasse man whio are borm for mountain the strug
L | L FEVEF Ol il thesr lves end he had
yritten. “To them, (mountaineenneg) | g g
grimbessereoe of Hvimg 11 BREFY COFe lir s marr
parts have been burmied awhan
I think a lid abeowt climbing still Wiessner sand

dury har davtrme. [ thank abodit i meost]y b
ik, and on special occasions, | think abowt climbing

vhien | am fed ap with life in general. Yihen |wish d
could 2o over to the rocks or the trees. 1 enjov my

vrmis about i
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