

[image: Cover Image]


The Man in the Ice

The preserved body of a Neolithic man reveals the secrets of the Stone Age

KONRAD SPINDLER

Translated from the German by Ewald Osers

[image: image]


CONTENTS

Title Page

List of Illustrations



Prologue

I: Discovery, Recovery, Investigation

1. Thursday, 19 September 1991

2. Friday, 20 September 1991

3. Saturday, 21 September 1991

4. Sunday, 22 September 1991

5. Monday, 23 September 1991

6. Tuesday, 24 September 1991

7. Wednesday, 25 September 1991

8. Thursday, 26 September 1991

9. Friday, 27 September 1991

10. The Weekend of 28–29 September 1991

11. Monday, 30 September 1991

12. The New Survey of the Site

13. The First Archaeological Examination of the Site

14. Naming the Body

15. Dating the Find

16. The Second Archaeological Examination of the Site

II: The Iceman’s Equipment

1. The Archaeological Situation at the Hauslabjoch

2. The Bow-stave

3. The Axe

4. The Back Pannier

5. The Ibex Bones

6. The Second Birch-bark Container

7. The First Birch-bark Container

8. The Dagger with Scabbard

9. The Retoucheur

10. The Belt-pouch and its Contents

11. The Two Birch Fungi

12. The Tassel with the Stone Bead

13. The Sloe

14. The Net

15. The Quiver and its Contents

III: The Iceman’s Clothing

1. The Iceman’s Clothes compared with other Prehistoric Textiles and Clothing

2. The Cap

3. The Upper Garment

4. The Leggings

5. The Loincloth

6. The Shoes

7. The Grass Cloak

IV: The Body

1. Preservation of Human Bodies by Artificial or Natural Mummification

2. Other Human Mummies

3. The Conservation of the Iceman

4. Determination of Sex, Age at Death and Height

5. Head and Body Hair

6. Position at Death

7. The Tattoos

8. The Genital Region

9. Internal Organs and Injuries

10. The Teeth

11. The Skull Model

V: The Iceman and his World

1. The Neolithic Age in the Circum-Alpine Region

2. Neolithic Cultures North and South of the Alps

3. The Remedello Culture and the Val Venosta

4. Anthropological Problems

5. The Wooden Items and other Vegetable Finds

6. The Cereal Finds and Neolithic Agriculture

7. Neolithic Farming

8. Animal Products and Neolithic Stockbreeding

9. The Iceman’s ‘Occupation’

10. The ‘Disaster’

VI: Reactions to the Find

1. An Extraordinary Event

2. Books, Books and More Books

3. A Fraud?

4. Ötzi and the Cartoonists

5. Souvenirs

Appendix on Mummies, in particular Permafrost Mummies

Glossary of Technical Terms

Experts Involved in the Research Project

Bibliography

Index

Copyright


ILLUSTRATIONS

The Iceman, 19 September 1991 (Helmut Simon)

Panorama of the Ötztal Alps, with a circle marking the site of the find (Jakob Tappeiner)

The Iceman after the first recovery attempt, 20 September 1991 (Anton Koler)

Erika and Helmut Simon (Helmut Simon)

Alois Pirpamer, head of mountain rescue in the Upper Ötztal (Elisabeth Zissernig)

Markus Pirpamer, keeper of the Similaun refuge (Elisabeth Zissernig)

Professor Rainer Henn on his arrival at the site, 23 September 1991 (Hannes Gehwolf)

The preliminary archaeological assessment at the Institute of Forensic Medicine, Innsbruck University, 24 September 1991 (Werner Nosko, SNS-Press Picture Agency)

Reinhold Messner and Hans Kammerlander at the site, 21 September 1991 (Paul Hanny, photograph Kurt Fritz)

Kurt Fritz raises the Iceman’s head, and its face is seen for the first time (Paul Hanny, photograph Reinhold Messner)

The bow-stave, and five arrowshafts taken from the quiver (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The broken-off end of the bow-stave (Hans Nothdurfter)

Close-up of the bow-stave, showing carving marks (Gerhard Sommer)

The Iceman’s axe (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The boards of the back pannier (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The frame of the back pannier (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Cords for the back pannier and other uses (Gerhard Sommer)

Fragments of a birch-bark container (Walter Leitner)

Maple leaves found in the birch-bark container (Klaus Oeggl)

Retoucheur (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

X-ray of the retoucheur (Rontgenfoto RGZM)

The Iceman’s dagger, with its scabbard (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Two pieces of birch fungus, the Iceman’s ‘medicine kit’ (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The tassel (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The belt pouch of calf leather (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Parts of a ‘true tinder’ fungus from the belt pouch (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Flint scraper from the belt pouch (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Thin flint blade from the belt pouch (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Drill-like flint implement from the belt pouch (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Awl made from the metatarsal bone of a small ruminant (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The quiver (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Upper part of the quiver with semi-circular flap (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The broken-off bow-stave, with arrow-shafts, arrows, spike and bast cord (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The bundled bast cord from the quiver (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Four fragments of stag antlers (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Long, slightly bent antler point (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Crude sinew, found in the quiver (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Detail of the Iceman’s upper garment (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Fragment of the grass cloak (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

Seams in the Iceman’s clothes (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The Iceman’s footwear (Christin Beeck, RGZM)

The Iceman’s cap (Walter Leitner)

Front view of the Iceman’s upper body (Herbert Maurer)

Front view of the Iceman (Herbert Maurer)

Back view of the Iceman (Wolfgang Neeb, Stern)

Right profile of the head, 23 September 1991 (Hans Unterdorfer)

The face of the Iceman (Herbert Maurer)

The Iceman’s right eye (Herbert Maurer)

The Iceman’s left ear (Herbert Maurer)

The Iceman’s mouth (Herbert Maurer)

Groups of linear tattoos on both sides of the lumbar spine (Hans Unterdorfer)

Cruciform tattoo on the inside of the right knee (Roger Treissl)

Small group of linear tattoos on the outside of the right ankle (Hans Unterdorfer)

Statue menhir from the hilltop church of Latsch in the Val Venosta (Hans Nothdurfter)

Front of the statue menhir (Hans Nothdurfter)

Line drawings

Map of the Alps

Map of the Ötztal Alps

The first drawing of the Iceman, published in the Alto Adige, 22 September 1991

The site at the Hauslabjoch

How the belt-pouch was worn

How the leggings were worn

How the loincloth was worn

How the cap, upper garment and shoes were worn

How the grass cloak was worn

The position in which the Iceman died

The position in which the body was found

Overall pattern of the tattoos so far discovered on the Iceman’s body

A sketch reconstruction of the preserved male body from Pazyryk in Siberia

Distribution of important Neolithic cultures in the circum-Alpine region

The blade of the Iceman’s dagger compared with finds at Remedello

The contents of Grave 102 at Remedello, compared with the corresponding implements found with the Iceman

Picture stones or statue menhirs from Algund in the Val Venosta

Picture stone 2 from Algund in the Val Venosta

The Hauslabjoch axe compared to the representation of an axe on Stone 2 from Algund

Representation of a dagger on Stone 2 from Algund compared with a copper dagger blade from Remedello

Representations of hybrid creatures, interpreted as ‘shamans’

Cartoons by Manfred Deix in Krone Bunt



[image: image]

[image: image]


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.

2 Friday, 20 September 1991


Subsequently I was to be asked time and again by reporters what exactly I felt when I first saw the Iceman lying in front of me on the dissection table at the Institute of Forensic Medicine. In my desperate search for an original answer, I said frivolously to one of them: ‘It must have been more or less what the British archaeologist Howard Carter felt when, in Tutankhamun’s tomb, he opened the lid of the sarcophagus and gazed into the golden features of the pharaoh.’ The media gleefully picked up this remark – only I have to admit that it wasn’t the truth. I didn’t think of anything. But one thing was immediately clear to me: a lot of work would come our way.

In September 1991 Tyrolean archaeology was virtually at a standstill: all the university teachers were either on holiday or on some far-flung dig. Myself apart, only the research assistant Dr. Gerhard Tomedi, our secretary Julia Tschugg and a bare handful of students were left at the Innsbruck Institute. We had completed a seven-week dig in the Pustertal a few days earlier and had only just recovered. We had also been busy with the tricky restoration of the glazing works of a pottery; the last glazing works in the Alps had escaped the threat of demolition. We had restored it and preserved it for posterity as a rare testimony to an ancient Tyrolean craft tradition. The formal opening was imminent.

Elisabeth Zissernig, along with our excavation technician Gerhard Sommer and the draftsman Michael Schick, was working at an archaeological dig on the Rennweg in Innsbruck’s old town centre. They had penetrated the city’s history to a depth of 6 metres. The dig had to be completed before the onset of winter, as the construction of an underground car park for the Congress Centre depended on it. These archaeologists were, therefore, more than fully occupied.

The winter term was due to start in a week’s time. We had a lot of plans. Next year we wanted to celebrate the institute’s fiftieth anniversary and were preparing a Festschrift and planning a symposium.

And then, on 24 September 1991, the Iceman came into our lives. No one was prepared, neither in terms of staffing, nor organization, nor finances. The infrastructure of one of the biggest interdisciplinary projects ever embarked upon in Austria, and maybe beyond, had to be built up almost from scratch.

We soon learned that the man had been visible in the ice of the Hauslabjoch for four days before we saw him, and that many people had been at the spot during the time between discovery and recovery. There had been digging with ice-picks and other activities, photos had been taken, and items of equipment were said to have disappeared. While reliable information was unobtainable, there was no lack of rumours. Among the many tasks facing us, one was essential – the events at the discovery site had to be established down to the last detail.

And so Elisabeth Zissernig was recalled from Rennweg. It was she who undertook to track down everyone who had visited the gully from the moment the corpse was discovered to the opening of the recovery operation at 12.37 p.m. on Monday, 23 September 1991. It was a laborious task and one which eventually took her six months. One fragment was added to another to build up the complete mosaic. Painstakingly she found out the names of anyone who might have been involved, examined the guest books of mountain refuges, and made appointments. Some of the testimonies did not tally and contradictions had to be resolved. Some of the people were by then abroad, one as far afield as Argentina. Others were not very forthcoming. But overall the sequence of events began to fall more sharply into place. Eventually her investigations filled two box-files and from their contents a picture emerged, often exciting, sometimes difficult to follow, but on the whole reliable, a picture that would provide the crucial basis on which the archaeological findings could be reconstructed.

During the four days prior to the official recovery of the body a total of twenty-two people visited the spot, some of them repeatedly. It cannot be ruled out that someone else – maybe more than one person – was also there, but there is no concrete evidence. Considering the enormous publicity which the discovery of the body subsequently attracted, we assume that such people would either have come forward on their own or that they would have been seen by others who would have informed Elisabeth Zissernig. After all, the mountain paths in the area of the find are not so very remote. It may, therefore, be assumed that the list is almost certainly complete. (Not included are those who arrived at the spot along with Professor Henn or after him.)

Nineteen people were personally interviewed by Elisabeth Zissernig. Two men, Osvald Lubomir and Anton Matthis, provided written accounts of what they had seen. Only Nicolas de la Cruz, a sound recordist, was unavailable for interview because he had left for South America shortly afterwards. However, this was not too vital a gap since his companion, the cameraman Fulvio Mariani, was available for extensive questioning. Besides, the two had not actually seen the corpse.

Reasons for visiting the spot varied. They ranged from mere chance, to curiosity, to semi-official and official recovery duties. Apart from the material shot by the television crew from the Austrian Broadcasting Service (ÖRF) during the recovery, numerous black-and-white and colour photographs, starting with the Simons’ sensational first snap, were taken during those days. All of them are readily available and have been valuable aids in reconstructing the archaeological data. To my knowledge, no such thorough investigations have ever been undertaken before for the clarification of a prehistoric event.

But what did happen after the discovery of the body by the Simons and the first local inspection by Markus Pirpamer and Blaz Kulis? Only slowly did the ‘case of the corpse’, as the lawyers referred to it, develop into the archaeological show of the century.

During the night of 19/20 September 1991 there is a sudden drop in atmospheric pressure. On Friday morning, 20 September 1991, the sky is heavily overcast. Banks of mist drift through the mountains. A wind springs up and fierce gusts whip the peaks. Not exactly helicopter weather, but the pilots are used to worse. During the morning the wind abates a little. Towards 11 a.m. pilot Hermann Steiner is ordered to get the helicopter ready. Josef Leitgeb, police officer and air rescue expert, is to accompany him. At 12.35 p.m. they take off from Innsbruck airport in the direction of the Ötztal.

Koler, in his role as chief of the Alpine operations group in Imst, also sets out for Sölden, where he arrives at midday. Along with his colleagues Sieghart Schöpf and Bernhard Gruber, he continues his journey to Vent. Schöpf has already asked the local undertaker Anton Klocker from Längenfeld to meet them at the landing place with a coffin. Dr. Edgar Wutscher from Sölden, the local medical officer, has also been notified so that he can issue a death certificate. And at 1.04 p.m. the helicopter touches down. Because of the weight problem at these altitudes the stretcher and other items are off-loaded. Schöpf and Gruber are also left behind. In any case, only one man at a time can operate the pneumatic chisel used to free bodies from the ice. Koler boards the helicopter and a minute later it lifts off again. Klocker drives up with the coffin and Alois Pirpamer arrives from his nearby hotel.

In Austria responsibility for the recovery of bodies found in glaciers rests, in the first instance, with the police and the air rescue service (sometimes the same people). In the absence of any suspected crime, and provided the body can be identified, the death certificate is made out by the district medical officer, who indicates the cause of death. Only then can the body be released for burial to the next-of-kin, who also have to meet the costs of recovery. However, if the suspicion of foul play arises, or if the body cannot be readily identified, the public prosecutor must be called in, and it is he who takes charge. As a rule he would order a forensic examination. In addition, the criminal investigation branch of the provincial police begins its work.

Even though the significance of the prehistoric find at the Hauslabjoch was only gradually being appreciated, at this point it may be as well to take a closer look at Austria’s Ancient Monuments Act. This makes it obligatory to report any previously hidden ‘monument’, and lists penalties for non-compliance. The law specifically stipulates that ‘the federal police … must immediately notify the District Administration of the find, and the District Administration in turn the Federal Ancient Monuments Office’.

That Friday morning, however, one day after the discovery of the body, the possibility that there might be an ‘ancient-monument’ aspect to the case has not yet occurred to anyone. The evidence available leads only to talk of a mountain accident in the twentieth century. Capsoni’s name is mentioned. As matters stand, the authorities acted quite properly when they ordered the body to be released from the ice and brought down from the mountain. As the dead man was lying in inaccessible terrain at an altitude of 3,210 metres above sea level, the recovery party had to approach by helicopter. The first stage of the transportation of the body, from the Hauslabjoch to Vent, had to be performed by the same means. In Austria only officially authorized undertakers’ firms are allowed to transport dead bodies – a privilege which the undertakers’ firms make sure is meticulously observed. Klocker had prepared a fine pinewood coffin – not the most expensive model, but one with a dignified carving of palm branches.

The pilot has some trouble finding the Hauslabjoch. Although over the next few days it will become the most frequented helicopter pad in the Alps, today he has to radio the mountain-lodge keeper for directions. Once again Markus Pirpamer ascends to the location of the find. A tall, lanky figure, he swiftly climbs the rocks and arrives at the spot at 1.16 p.m., at the same time as the helicopter. Koler gets out. Because of the uncertain weather – fog is closing in from the south and the wind has stiffened again – Steiner does not leave the helicopter but takes off at once in the direction of the Martin Busch refuge, where he will await the end of the operation.

Carrying the pneumatic chisel and a body bag Markus Pirpamer and Koler walk over to the corpse. Operated by compressed air, the tool used by the mountain rescue service to free bodies looks like a pistol with a chisel mounted in its barrel. First the police officer takes a location photograph. This reveals that during the twenty-four hours since his discovery, the dead man has emerged from the ice by a further 10 centimetres. (I shall come back to the reason for this rapid glacier melt during those days of late September.) From this we can deduce that the ice had actually begun to release the corpse some three days before its discovery. The same photograph also shows the as yet uncrushed birch-bark container lying near the dead man’s head.

Koler, though used to seeing a good deal in his work as a policeman, is even so profoundly moved: ‘Sticking out of the ice was the sunburnt, clean-shaven head and neck and shoulders of a man. The skin was just like leather. Unlike other glacier corpses, this one didn’t give off a smell. The dead man was lying face-down on a rock. The meltwater formed a little lake around him.’ These are the words Koler will use to Elisabeth Zissernig six weeks later.

Some of the work has to be done under water. Time and again the pneumatic chisel slips and cuts into the flesh of the corpse, especially its left hip. Although they remove stones to enable the meltwater to drain away, it only fills up again. They take turns with the chisel. After just over half an hour the tool runs out of air. The body is only half exposed, its arms extended towards the right. Despite vigorous tugging, one arm cannot be freed from the ice. Time is pressing – helicopters cost money. Besides, any further attempt is pointless without suitable tools, so by mutual agreement the recovery is suspended. Meanwhile the weather is rapidly deteriorating.

Koler climbs out of the gully in order to radio to the pilot that it is impossible to free the body that day and that he would like to be picked up. While he waits he has a chance to look round and take a few more photographs. Thoughtfully he contemplates the axe on the rocky ledge – it must be at least a hundred years old. In which case the body cannot be Capsoni. He decides to take the strange ‘ice-pick’ with him as evidence that the Hauslabjoch corpse is not, after all, the missing music professor from Verona. Unfortunately, his decision has disastrous consequences, because for the next few days the only datable item is missing from the investigations.

The helicopter arrives and Koler climbs aboard. Markus Pirpamer returns to the refuge on foot. At 2.50 p.m. the helicopter lands in Vent. Naturally enough, the axe causes quite a stir among the curious crowd. The general consensus is that it is an unusual ice-pick. Alois Pirpamer would like to acquire it for the mountain guides’ corner in his Hotel Post. Although Koler feels that the ethnographic museum in Längenfeld is the right place for it, he nevertheless dutifully hands it over to his colleague Schöpf, who takes it to the police station in Sölden; it is for the moment, state property. Then the helicopter takes off again for Innsbruck. The party disperses. Koler drives back in his official car and Klocker, who had hoped to take along a certain Signor Capsoni, leaves with his coffin empty.

Of course, rumours abound. It is said that the body has burn marks on its back and an open wound on its head, even that the dead man was in fetters. Doubts have arisen about the Capsoni identification. Back at the police station, Schöpf first deals with the axe, depositing it in the air-raid shelter. Then he sits down to type his report:

Alpine incident: body discovered at Hauslabjoch (Niederjochferner) – supplement. On 20.9.1991 District Inspector Koler of the Imst police was flown to the Hauslabjoch by the helicopter of the Federal Ministry of the Interior in order to effect the recovery of the body. Because of unfavourable weather conditions the recovery operation had to be cut short. It was only possible to free the corpse from the ice up to the region of its hips. The dead man’s identity has not as yet been established. On the strength of the articles found near the body it may be assumed that the accident happened as long ago as the nineteenth century. According to information from Alois Pirpamer, the mountain rescue chief from Vent, the body cannot be Capsoni’s as this person’s body was recovered some years ago. Given appropriate weather conditions recovery will be continued and/or completed. When further details become known a report will again be submitted.

At 3.52 p.m. this report on the latest findings is transmitted to Imst. It, too, will appear on Rainer Henn’s desk three days later, after the weekend. Schöpf continues with his duties. At 4.10 p.m. he reports by phone to State Prosecutor Dr. Robert Wallner of the Provincial Court in Innsbruck, and a criminal investigation is set in motion. In accordance with the Code of Criminal Procedure a file is started under the number ST 13 UT 6407/91. The criminal action is directed against U.T. (unbekannte Täter, persons unknown). The case is assigned to the examining judge responsible for the letter U, Dr. Günther Böhler. For the moment, however, nothing happens at the provincial court. It is Friday evening, the beginning of the weekend.

Late in the afternoon Alois Pirpamer makes the ascent to the Similaunhütte. He wants to hear his son’s account of events and to see the body for himself the following morning. An exciting day is nearing its end. Meanwhile the world-famous South Tyrolean mountaineer Reinhold Messner, along with his climbing companion Hans Kammerlander, is having dinner at the Weisskogel refuge. The next stage of their journey will take them over the Hauslabjoch to the Similaunhütte.

3 Saturday, 21 September 1991


Even before the axe disappeared behind the heavy steel doors of the air-raid shelter below the police station in Sölden, it had been seen by many people. Wooden hafts of that kind have been found in many prehistoric pile-dwellings of the circum-Alpine region. Similar picks with the characteristic elbow-shafting are known, especially in Austria, from the Iron Age salt mines of Hallstatt and Hallein. They should be familiar to people outside the narrow circle of specialist academics. But never once did it occur to anyone who had seen it that the Hauslabjoch axe might be a prehistoric artefact which should, in the first instance, have been reported to the Ancient Monuments Office.

After Schöpf had made his report, the public prosecutor issued instructions to the police in Sölden ‘to transfer the body after recovery (including the items found with it) to the Institute of Forensic Medicine for it to be examined there. An autopsy order has not been issued.’

In the mountains everyone helps everybody else. Hence the mountain rescue service also felt involved.

The refuge comes to life even before dawn. The two Pirpamers, father and son, have a quick breakfast together. During the season they don’t see much of each other. Markus Pirpamer recounts the previous day’s events, but today, he stays behind. Shortly after 7 a.m. Alois Pirpamer prepares for the ascent. He has spent his life in the mountains. His fine narrow face is framed by thick snow-white hair. With a sure, easy step he sets out for the Hauslabjoch.

Everything is just as his son described it. He sees the leather-brown naked corpse lying on its stomach in the ice. The water has frozen overnight. Leaning against the rock is a brown trimmed stave. He tries to pull it free, but fails. He picks up the other remains of fur and bits of wood which are scattered about, examines them with interest and replaces them. After staying for something like half an hour he heads back down to the Similaunhütte.

Alois Pirpamer seems to remember that that Saturday, 21 September 1991, a day climber had shown around photographs in the lodge – pictures taken with a Polaroid the previous day. Afterwards the man descended on the South Tyrolean side to the Schnalstal, the Senales valley, on the Italian side of the frontier. We are not sure whether this man is one of the visitors we managed to trace. If not, we appeal to him in these pages to contact us and, if possible, to let us see his photographs.

Later in the morning a call is received at the Similaunhütte from the Sölden police. The recovery operation cannot continue that day. Over the weekend all the helicopters are needed for more urgent work with mountain and road accident victims. ‘Besides,’ the pilot Anton Prodinger of the Air Operations Centre at Innsbruck airport told us later, ‘there was no urgency. After all, everyone thought that this was a normal glacier corpse. No urgent instruction was received from any quarter to push ahead with the operation.’

In view of this, Markus Pirpamer and Blaz Kulis once more climb to the Hauslabjoch. They intend to cover the body to protect it from the prying eyes – and hands – of weekend tourists. After all, it is lying fairly close to the path. Although mountain hikers are, for obvious reasons, always urged never to stray from the marked routes, many – like the Simons – disregard the warning.

As a result of the high temperatures the meltwater lake around the dead body has risen again. The two hack at the ice around the corpse in order to drain off the water. Pirpamer covers the body with a cut-open rubbish bag weighed down with snow to prevent the body from rotting in the heat generated by the plastic. The whole operation takes only ten minutes.

On their way back they find a piece of birch bark in the next ice-free hollow, some 20 metres from the corpse. It is a little larger than a human palm and has holes along the edge. Markus Pirpamer puts it in his pocket and takes it along to the refuge.

Blaz Kulis has a colleague, a trainee cook from Slovakia, Osvald Lubomir. Kulis tells him about the corpse and wants to show it to him. So they climb up. They find everything untouched. But for the young cook the sight of the snow-covered plastic bag is enough, and the pair start back at once.

Shortly afterwards, at 11.45 a.m., Brigadier Herbert Niederkofler of the Italian police in Senales telephones his colleagues in Sölden. He confirms Alois Pirpamer’s statement that Capsoni’s body was recovered as long ago as 1952. The music professor from Verona is definitely out of the running as far as an identification for the Hauslabjoch body is concerned.

Carlo Capsoni was born on 11 March 1903 in Verona, the son of Giovanni and Maraja Ermengilda Capsoni. Before his death he lived in Piacenza. On 25 August 1941 he made the ascent to the Hochjoch, having left word that he intended to walk on his own via the Schöne Aussicht to the Similaunhütte. Nothing more was heard of him. On 8 August 1952, towards 5 p.m., mountaineers found his body in the glacier ice on the Hochjoch near the Schöne Aussicht refuge. His mortal remains were buried at the cemetery of Unserfrau im Schnalstal. That the Simons should have set up their base in the same village, and from there discovered a glacier body many thousands of years older, is pure coincidence. But Capsoni had lain in the ice for only eleven years.

Meanwhile Lubomir is tormented by curiosity. Towards 3 p.m. he sets out for the Hauslabjoch on his own. This time he is braver. He lifts the cover a little – yes, there is a dead man under there. Shaken, he leaves the scene some ten minutes later.

At the same time Messner and Kammerlander, along with their guide Kurt Fritz, arrive at the Similaunhütte as planned. There they have arranged to meet the Ötztal ethnographer Dr. Hans Haid and his wife Gerlinde, a folk-music researcher. Hans Haid intended to talk to Messner about legendary cult centres in the Ötztal, but the only topic of conversation in the taproom is the man in the ice. Markus Pirpamer makes a sketch from memory of the axe which was taken to Sölden the day before. Messner repeats: ‘The axe is iron and doesn’t have a hole?’ Markus Pirpamer says yes. ‘Then it is at least five hundred years old, maybe three thousand, and an important archaeological find.’ He was to be proved right.

The metal analyses later conducted on the axe showed that the blade consists of almost pure copper. The original guess that it was iron is understandable. Objects made from copper, as from bronze, if left lying in a damp environment for any length of time develop a so-called water patina. As a rule, this is a wafer-thin layer of brownish, occasionally rust-coloured, rarely greenish, hue on the metal. But prehistoric finds in water are not very frequent. A prehistoric axe found in glacier ice is unprecedented. Infinitely more common are articles of copper or its alloys found in mineral soils. Generally these have a thick covering of verdigris, sometimes called ‘noble patina’, which has become the common mental picture of prehistoric artefacts. The finds at the Hauslabjoch were not strictly compatible with any of the previous theories, which was one reason why the authorities decided to exercise extreme caution. Messner alone had come close to the truth.

Markus Pirpamer then exhibits the piece of birch bark. Discussion is brief. They all want to visit the site of the mystery. Together the three mountaineers and the Haids set out. Messner, Kammerlander and Fritz choose a short-cut over some scree and only take half an hour. Hans Haid arrives some fifteen minutes later. Gerlinde Haid finds herself in quite dangerous fog and takes an additional half hour. The old mountaineers’ rule that the pace should be set by the weakest member of the party seems to have been somewhat modified in this instance.

Messner and Kammerlander pull aside the plastic sheet. The dead man looms above the ice and water. Through the meltwater they see that he is wearing something rather like trousers on his legs. For that reason, and in order to look for more pieces of equipment, they hack open the ice around the man’s buttocks and along his thighs. Messner uses a ski-pole. Kammerlander has nothing suitable to hand and so picks up a piece of wood lying nearby. Not until later does he realize that this was the thinner strut of the frame of the back pannier on which, 5,000 years ago, the man had dragged his possessions up to the Hauslabjoch. The hazel switch is still serviceable. The birch-bark vessel and its contents have by now been crushed underfoot. Nevertheless the mountain guide Kurt Fritz notices ‘wilted leaves whose veining was still clearly recognizable’.

These leaves were subsequently identified by our botanists as those of the Norway maple (Acer platanoides). They also noticed that numerous flakes of charcoal were adhering to the leaves, a fact which provided vital proof that the function of the birch-bark container had been to carry embers. Hunter-gatherer peoples usually took some embers along from the hearth-fires of their last camp, as nomads do today. The charcoal fragments were wrapped in moistened fresh leaves or grass, and the lot placed in a container of wood or ceramic material. A leather pouch, a basket, or, as in our case, a bark vessel could serve the same purpose. This keeps the embers live for a long time. Even today Austrian housewives will wrap a briquette in damp newspaper and shove it in a tile stove. This helps to kindle the fire quickly the following morning.

The visitors to the Hauslabjoch endeavour to pull what was later found to be a bow clear of the ice. A conical hole about 20 centimetres deep is hacked around the lower end of the stave. But the glacier refuses to give it up. The attempt is abandoned, especially as meltwater continues to flow in.

Attention is also focused on the body itself. The leatherlike leggings are inspected, and fine seams are detected. Fritz reaches into the water and picks up a piece of leather. One of the man’s feet is likewise wrapped in leather, with grass spilling out. It reminds Messner of the footwear of the Lapps. Then Fritz raises the dead man’s head, so that his crumpled features are visible for the first time. A fibrous ‘mat’ is revealed frozen to the boulder against which the man’s torso is resting.

This matted grass was found again during the second archaeological examination at the beginning of October 1991. Only then was the exact position of the body at the point of discovery accurately determined. The so-called mat formed part of a straw, or rather grass, cloak in which the man had wrapped himself against the bad weather. As recently as this century pastoral peoples used the same kind of straw cloak as protection against cold and rain.

A piece of wood barely 20 centimetres long is found floating near the body in the meltwater pool. It has holes at regular intervals – a flute springs to mind. However, Gerlinde Haid, the folk-music expert, disagrees. In fact, it is a broken-off piece of the quiver stiffening. The fact that this fragment was found not near the quiver, but right next to the dead man, is an important clue to the drama which, over 5,000 years ago, occurred near the main ridge of the Alps. But more of this later.

A little way behind the rocky ledge against which the bow rests Gerlinde Haid finds numerous pieces of birch bark. This spot is about 5 metres from the corpse. As their presence at this altitude strikes her as odd she pockets the scraps and takes them away.

A few weeks later Gerlinde Haid handed the birch-bark fragments to us. Without a doubt they too belong to a container. Some of the pieces even show clear signs of stitch-holes. She also described to us their precise location. Subsequent examination showed that the fragments were all natural-coloured on the inside; the birch bark found near the body, on the other hand, was all stained black, which was one of the main arguments in favour of its identification as a cinder carrier. The pieces collected by Gerlinde Haid evidently came from a second container which the man had been carrying. These details show how important it was to question every visitor to the Hauslabjoch site minutely about what they had seen. The piece which Markus Pirpamer picked up on the morning of the same day, some 20 metres away, is the base of the second container. Obviously the wind must have moved some of the lighter items once they were released from the ice, and some of them will probably never be found.

The visitors again carefully cover up the corpse. They place lumps of snow and ice and a few stones on the black plastic sheet before, about half an hour later, they leave the Hauslabjoch.

Meanwhile Michael Tschöll, the guide who will accompany Messner on his next day’s climb, has arrived at the Similaunhütte. Paul Hanny, the mountaineers’ manager, has also joined the party. In the refuge the discovery of the corpse is still the main topic of conversation. Hanny sends the mountain guide up to the Hauslabjoch to take photographs. He sets out at about 5 p.m., but the Messner party, by then on their descent, do not meet him. Tschöll removes the plastic cover. Hurriedly, because dusk is falling, he takes a few photographs using flash. After five minutes he leaves the Hauslabjoch.

In the evening they all sit cosily together in the Similaunhütte. The news of the day is exhaustively discussed. Messner and Kammerlander, guided by Tschöll, have to reach the Zwickauer Hütte, fifteen peaks away, the following day. They put out a press release, as they have done every evening during their circular tour of South Tyrol. Messner sticks to his original statement: ‘At least five hundred, maybe even three thousand, years old – because of the iron axe.’ But Ezio Danieli, the correspondent of Alto Adige, an Italian-language South Tyrol paper, thinks three thousand is a bit rash, and he’d better stick to five hundred. And so the next few days give rise to the myth of a mercenary of Frederick Empty-Purse (1403–39, Count of Tyrol), the very story which originally drew my attention to the discovery.

A few weeks later Messner and I appeared together on a television programme. I was impressed to meet him. He seemed quite different from the way he is often presented by the media – shorter than one might imagine, hardly taller than the Iceman who was the subject


Copyright



A PHOENIX EBOOK

First published in Great Britain in 1994 by Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

First published in ebook in 2012 by Phoenix.

Copyright © 1993, 1995, 1999, University of Inssbruck

German edition copyright © 1993, 1995, 1999, C. Bertelsmann Verlag GmbH, Munich

English translation copyright © 1994, Ewald Osers

The moral right of Konrad Spindler to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This books was written with the help of Markus Egg, Romana Fornwanger, Roswitha Goedecker-Ciolek, Willy Groenman-van Waateringe, Walter Leitner, Dieter zur Nedden, Klaus Oeggle, Annaluise Pedrotti, Torstein SjØvold and many other international scholars.

The Publishers are especially grateful to Dr John G. Nandris of the University of London Institute of Archaeology, and to Martin Chalmers, for their invaluable help with the translation.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978 1 7802 2589 0

Orion Books

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd

Orion House

5 Upper St Martin’s Lane

London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

www.orionbooks.co.uk

OEBPS/images/9781780225890.jpg
The amazing
TH E MAN inside story
of the
IN TH E IcE 5000-year-old
body found
trapped in
a glacier

Konrad Spindler inthe Alps

LEADER OF THE SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg
GERMANY






OEBPS/images/Art_P2.jpg
J

/
/[ The Gtztal Alps |
el Ales )

W

2w w e
.






