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At the Mountains of Madness

Nick Grevers’s manuscript (part 1)

I could not help feeling that they were evil things—mountains of madness whose farther slopes looked out over some accursed ultimate abyss.

—H. P. Lovecraft

 

I am responsible for the death of Augustin Laber.

Not in absolute terms, because, in a way, dying—the very last breath, when the heart stops beating—is the one thing in life that a man does utterly alone. And not even directly; there was nothing I could have done to prevent it from happening when his time came. He simply slid away from life with dizzying speed, into darkness. But I was the one who had discovered that mountain, Le Maudit, and I was the one who had suggested embarking on that fatal expedition. So I am responsible. The longer I think about it, the more I know it is true.

The moment I seal Augustin’s fate comes when we finally leave the rocky section of the ridge behind us and reach the Zinalrothorn’s north shoulder. I am quite shaky after what happened higher up on the crest. Besides, it is a long way down. We are still at 13,000 feet and the descent into the valley leads down a razor-sharp, steep snowy ridge above the gaping amphitheater of the north face. Much lower, it follows a long, crevassed glacier tongue, crosses endless boulder fields, and finally brings you to a trail entering the Val d’Anniviers.

Augustin eats his Amecx Fast Bar in silence, a preoccupied expression on his face. “Don’t worry about it, man,” I say, as laconically as possible. “It’ll have been a killer tour, when we make it down.”

But, like me, I’m sure he can hear that the euphoria about our successful ascent has dissipated from my voice. The temptation of danger, usually a titillating dance with an enigmatic, veiled mistress, has suddenly rebounded hard into our faces, because of his stupid mistake. Right now, he’s probably thinking, Mistakes can be fatal up here. Or actually, Fehler können hier oben tödlich sein, since Augustin is German, of course.

The Zinalrothorn is a splendid peak, a tremendous monolith that, like the ruins of an ancient castle wall, towers above the surrounding glacial basins and proudly adorns the crest between the Zermatt and Zinal valleys. There is no easy route to the summit. What’s more, we have decided on a solitary alternative, starting from the imposing north side, in search of the mountain’s essence, which is concealed under the mysterious landscape’s inviolability. It is a compelling landscape, one that gives you the illusion of being in a place where no man has ever set foot before. If you, the climber, hear the mountain’s call, it will bewitch you, it will intoxicate you, and you will realize that you could fathom her only if you succumb to it—if you go up.

Up till this point the climb has gone well, but progress has been slow; this morning we discovered that the entire north ridge was coated with a treacherous layer of rime. The last days’ brief depression in the midst of an otherwise hot stretch of summer has even resulted in a thin layer of fresh snow.

When we look up toward the ridge during approach, eagerly anticipating what lies ahead, we see banners of ice crystals swirling in the first gleaming rays of sunlight between needles and notches, which makes the mountain, crowned with a halo of frozen, silvery mist, appear to be undulating with life.

The pinnacles guarding the ridge have names that speak to the imagination. I know every single one of them from legend alone: Le Rasoir, Le Bosse, Le Sphinx. Razors, hunchbacks, and lions of Ancient Egypt that must be conquered via dark, slippery slabs and ledges and over deep precipices. We are forced to wear crampons the whole time, and instead of the route’s prescribed two and a half hours from shoulder to peak, it takes us almost four. But weather is perfect—sunny and clear skies—so today, this won’t pose any problems. We’re the only climbers for miles around. A guide-with-client who left the hut this morning just after us had opted to retreat lower down due to the tricky conditions. The silence is immense and is broken only by the scraping of my crampons against grooves and cracks, the tinkling of carabiners, and my breathing in the thin air. We know where we are, we have only ourselves to answer for, and we’re doing what makes us whole. The sense of belonging we get when we reach the summit is overwhelming.

You’ve often asked me why I climb mountains. You’ve also often asked me (I wouldn’t say begged, though it’s not far off the mark) to stop. Our worst argument was about this, and it was the only time I was really afraid that I would lose you. I’ve never been able to fully explain it to you. I wonder if it’s at all possible to fully explain to someone who isn’t a climber. There’s an apparently unbridgeable gap between the thought that I risk my life doing something as trifling as climbing a cold lump of rock and ice . . . and the notion of traveling through a floating landscape, progressing with utmost concentration while having absolute control of the essential balance that keeps me alive and that, therefore, lets me live. Conquering that gap is possibly the most difficult climb in the life of any alpinist who is in a relationship. Of any person in a relationship, coming to think of it.

[And what can I say? That you were right? Augustin is gone. You saw the state I’m in. How will I ever be able to face you again? We gambled and we lost; of course it seems indefensible. But I can’t accept it just like that, because what happened to Augustin and me on the Maudit wasn’t simply a futile mountaineering accident.

I still can’t believe that he’s gone, Sam. I keep thinking about his parents. The authorities couldn’t give them a body, but they also don’t have a story, and that makes it all the more tragic. I’m the only one who can give them that. But isn’t it better not to tell them? If you think differently after reading this, tell me, okay?]

Augustin was a young gun. It was only the second time we went to the mountains together, so you could never really know what to expect. I was still pretty bummed out about Pieter lacking the time to go anymore due to his kids, because he was always my go-to climbing buddy. I never told you much about Augustin, did I? He was six years younger than me and overambitious with youthful enthusiasm, but we clicked. He was studying political science and was active in the Grünen’s youth wing. I came across him by sheer coincidence while I was searching for online photos of a remote, difficult route in the Swiss Alps which has barely been documented. But apparently Augustin had climbed it with his father a year before. We started chatting on Facebook, him with his amusing corrupted English, capitalized nouns; and the Rest is History.

Augustin was a much better climber than me. He lived in the Schwarzwald, elevation 4,000, near Feldberg village, so his lungs had a born advantage on me as far as acclimatization is concerned. But it’s the felsic outcrops that jut out of the hills out there, and which he had climbed since he was a kid, that led to the inevitable difference between our characters and ambitions. Whereas I always approach the mountains with respect and an almost solemn reserve, Augustin submitted himself to them with abandon. The reservations I feel before every climb were completely foreign to him. He seemed to hold power over the mountains and he entered their arena as a lion tamer; he subdued them, subjected them to his will. Next to my insecurity, his confidence bordered on the fatalistic.

But of course that’s an illusion. Mountains are untamable. What Augustin held power over was himself. It enabled him to climb the most impossible, sheer mountain faces. And he was good, Sam. When you saw him move in the vertical, it was with such agility, it seemed like the laws of gravity didn’t apply to him. His calm self-assurance surpassed bravado. He scorned the impossible, got high on defying the fall.

Those kinds of big walls are not my cup of tea. Dangling in a harness all day and having to perform daredevil feats above a gaping abyss scares me stiff. I distrust the limits of what I’m capable of (little), the condition of the rock (is it really solid?), and the quality of the gear (I mean, after all, a harness is nothing more than woven thread). But it’s mostly fear of falling. Not fear of heights; heights don’t bother me. [Remember in your dad’s office on the sixty-seventh floor, looking out over Manhattan and you didn’t dare come a step closer to the windows than six feet away? So cute . . . ] I always say, if you’re afraid of heights, you should never aspire to be an alpinist. But if you aren’t afraid of falling, you shouldn’t become an alpinist either. It’s that soupçon of angst that prevents you from doing reckless things and ending up as a page six report in the Walliser Zeitung.

In any case, a team is only as strong as its weakest link, so Augustin had to lower the bar to my level. So no technical wall climbing, but airy ridges instead, where you can always find solid ground under your feet in between challenging pitches. That’s why I figured we wouldn’t be climbing together again after last summer, but apparently he enjoyed my company enough to want to try it again. It surprised me a bit, but there you go.

A couple of days before we went up the Zinalrothorn, I asked him if he’d ever thought about the risk of a fatal accident. Augustin’s answer was as plain as it was disquieting: “When I go, I go. Nothing I can do about it.”

I think it was then that I got the premonition that Augustin would die young.

Our descent from the Zinalrothorn follows the same route as the way up. Carefully rappelling down the steeper pitches, deep drops left and right. The mountain harbors a cool indifference, and I become aware of its subdued power. There is always a moment when the descent starts to feel more like an escape. The solitude, pleasant at first, becomes brooding. Conversations become measured. Beauty becomes a somber threat. The mountain’s spell is gone; you want to get down as quickly as possible. Fatigue starts to take its toll, but it’s essential to remain fully concentrated, because the grim reality is that most accidents happen on the way down.

It happens on Le Bourrique, the donkey’s back.

Le Bourrique is a horizontal traverse about fifty yards long, where the ridge is so knife-edged you have to straddle it with one leg in the Zinal basin and the other in the Zermatt basin and inch forward. Minor detail: the glacier on the west side is about 2,500 feet down at the base of a steep-sloping, hostile-looking frozen mess of snow-covered rock. The glacier on the east side is right below you, 4,000 feet down, overshadowed by a perpendicular bulwark of granite. I remember soaking up its fatal beauty on the way up; now the pitch fills me with dread.

Augustin takes the lead. I carefully belay him till the halfway point; there’s a fixed anchor in the rock he can secure himself to so he can haul me in. When we sit facing each other, both secured to the bolt between us and one leg dangling on the west face and the other on the east face, it reminds me of the poster of those ironworkers on the Empire State Building. You know the one. New York, 1930s, they’re lunching along an I-beam, leisurely puffing a smoke, the streets 1,000 feet below. That’s how I feel now. Only it’s not New York beneath me but 3,000 feet of nothing.

Augustin coils the rope into loops in order to belay me as I go ahead, and in doing so, he looks to the right, into the abyss. For a second, I think his head rolls off his body, as if the tendons in his neck simply let go of it. Then I realize it’s his helmet, instead.

He’d taken it off at the summit, and when we were preparing for the descent he must have forgotten to buckle it under his chin.

“Fuck . . . me!” he yells.

Both of us watch it go, refusing to believe what we’re seeing: a red dot getting smaller and smaller as it sails down the east face. Somewhere on the way down it hits a buttress and bounces off, blurred by its speed, then disappears.

It isn’t difficult to imagine what it would look like if a body were attached to the helmet. The image is suddenly shockingly vivid. Like a child’s rag doll, it tumbles away from me; a wild, desperate cry of disbelief rises out of the depth, till it too smashes into the wall. And then? Do all the bones break? Does it simply rip apart?

I look away, afraid of losing my balance, suddenly nauseous from the abyss’s hypnotizing magnetism. I stagger, feel an irrational urge to flail my arms. Because there is no looking away here, there is no comfort. The drop on the left is just as disenchantingly deep. We are at the high point here; front and back is just this balance beam stretching out over certain death.

I try to pull myself together, make a vain attempt to erase the image from my mind.

“Did you forget to strap it?” I ask.

Augustin shakes his head in disbelief. “That was so fucking stupid.”

“Jesus.”

“No! How could I forget that!”

I shrug, more matter-of-factly than I actually feel. “Oh well, it’s gone. Nothing you can do about it now. Focus, man, we’ve still got a long way to go.”

Augustin can’t get over it. That he could be so stupid as to make such a mistake. Eighty euros, that helmet had cost him. I chuckle. Ask him if he wants to go and get it. Augustin stares into the precipice, as if he’s seriously considering the possibility. No way—far in the distance, the glacier lies glistening in the sun, torn and beyond reach.

I make it clear to Augustin that I want to get the hell out of here. The air is still and vigilant, the light dazzlingly bright. Far below us, the shadow of an alpine chough is circling, and I can’t help feeling that we’re prisoners here, above the world and isolated from everything. The image of a person falling is still imprinted in my mind. I feel my stomach clench at the thought that this is the same abyss I have to lower my legs into shortly in order to traverse the last stretch of Le Bourrique. Right now, I’ve gotten used to the ridge’s solid comfort and I’m not looking forward to trading it in for the depths.

I wiggle back and forth, stare intently at the anchor, familiarize myself with the rock’s grips. I triple-check the clove hitch and figure eights Augustin has tied into the rope. Yes, I want to get going, but a big mistake like not buckling your helmet only happens when you’re at the end of your focus. And the image of me becoming that red dot disappearing into the abyss is haunting me a bit too vividly.

Two hours later we reach the shoulder: an eagle’s nest on the mountain’s northerly corner where the crest breaks off into the steep north face, coated with overhanging ice seracs. That’s where I discover what will seal both our fates.

Our track from the way up bends to the left over a knife-edged snow ridge that is the sole access to the glacial basin below. It’s almost three and the early morning’s cold has made way for a lazy summer heat, which brings new dangers. In the blazing sun the snow has become mushy. It requires utmost concentration on the ridge. Our track is boot-wide with gaping drops to the left and to the right. Mushy snow means you can slip with every step.

So it’s not surprising that Augustin urges me to hurry up. As he shortens the rope, I gaze at the overlapping mountain ridges in the west, gradually curving northwards until they descend into the hazy Rhône valley. I love recognizing the shapes of the snow-covered peaks. They form a chain of souls detached from the life below, inert above a silent, motionless world. Their names pass before me like a mantra: Obergabelhorn, Dent d’Hérens, Dent Blanche, Grand Cornier, Pigne de la Lé . . . 

“Hey, look,” I say.

Augustin follows my finger for a second, but his mind is on his rope. “What?”

“See that peak, beyond the Grand Cornier’s right buttress?”

“Which one?”

“The pointy one. The dark one.”

He gazes through his sunglasses, still disinterested. “What about it? Nick, the snow isn’t getting any better.”

“Which is it?”

He shrugs. The peak is now hidden behind calm, afternoon clouds, which cling to the valley’s eastern slopes and cover the lower peaks in the Val d’Anniviers, but something about the way the light falls and the play of the cloud fragments caused it to catch my eye in the brief moment it was visible. It leaves an afterimage of what the Swiss call a formschöner gipfel: a dramatic, sharp, two-topped pyramid—a perfect mountain.

A mountain as a child would draw it.

And it throws me, because even though I am usually a walking encyclopedia of alpine peaks, I have no idea which I’m looking at.

Then it happens.

It suddenly materializes out of a halo of dispersing clouds, first obscure like a motif, then clear and unimaginably fierce against a pastel-blue sky. It happens with such astonishing speed that it seems like a mirage. Dark, jagged flanks veined with snowy couloirs come into view. The sun falls in an explosion of light on the ice field between the two horned summits and transforms it into a blinding mirror that sparkles like a beacon across the valley. Even behind my shades I have to squint. Incredible! So beautiful! Enraptured, I start to grin. I feel reborn. The dangers of this place and what happened to Augustin’s helmet, it’s all meaningless now. All that matters is this mountain and its numbing beauty.

“Wow,” Augustin says. “See that?”

I snatch the Landeskarte from the front pouch of his backpack and unfold it. Augustin leans over and together we follow the curves of the ridges we’ve come to know so well, the glaciers in between, the contour lines and the names, and compare what we see on the map with the landscape at our feet, in order to determine which is the peak that so enchants us.

“Look, there it is.” My finger points to a high, nameless combe on the map, east of the Moiry glacier. It lies high above the reservoir and the village of Grimentz, which both are hidden in the depths behind the hazy ridges, invisible to us from our eagle’s nest. My finger hovers above an intersection of notched crests. “Le Maudit,” I say. I weigh the name in my mouth, decide it sounds good. “That must be it.”

“Elevation 10,863 feet,” Augustin reads out and looks to the other side of the valley. “Impossible.”

We stare indecisively to the west. Considering the surrounding peaks, I estimate it more around 11.5K or even 12K. A minor summit compared with the 13ers and 14ers that crown the ridges more to the south, but definitely quite a bit higher than the map says.

“That’s strange,” I say. “It’s almost certainly a typo.”

“Is that really the one? It could be . . . that one. What’s that called?” Augustin gazes at the map and puts his finger on a peak. “The Dent des Rosses.”

“No, that’s in front of it. Look, it juts right out of the glacier. And diagonally to the right, a bit to the west, puts you . . . here,” I say, and I poke my finger in an area with no other mountain but the Maudit, a rocky point that, according to the map, should rise two or three hundred yards above the ridge before it falls steeply to the Val d’Herens in the west. I check and double-check but it just doesn’t add up with what we see before us. Sure, altitudes are difficult to gauge from afar. From new angles, landmarks change shape, increase or diminish in size, or sometimes even completely disappear from view. Maybe, in this case, the illusion of height is created by the peak’s isolation, or the way it protrudes like an island out of a sea of clouds.

Briefly—very briefly—I feel uncomfortable. I sense a shadow of menace, the sudden sensation of being stared at by a shapeless danger. It’s like there’s something there I just can’t seem to get into focus. Maybe it’s a premonition, but if it is, it is gone the next second.

I decide to dismiss it as nervous anxiety brought on by what happened with Augustin’s helmet. I look up and I’m intoxicated again by the beauty of the light that makes the horned peak radiate with intense life.

“I’d love to climb it,” I say. “But for such a prominent mountain, it’s weird I never noticed it before.”

Augustin nods and I see the familiar twinkle in his eyes. “Whichever one it is, it sure kicks ass. I’ll look it up in my guide when we get back down. It’s gotta have some nice routes; it looks steep.”

Without wasting more words, we decide right then that our next climb won’t be the Grandes Jorasses, as we had planned. That’s a big deal. The Jorasses Traverse is a route that has topped both our wish lists for a long time. But both of us are completely entranced by what we just saw.

When I look up again, the Maudit has disappeared behind a rising shred of clouds. I realize it hadn’t even occurred to me to take a picture.

We pack up our things, throw on our backpacks, tie ourselves on to the rope, and take off. During the descent, I catch myself constantly looking back to that place in the west, where the clouds have now accumulated into a dense mass that doesn’t reveal its secrets any longer. One time I lose my footing in the mushy snow but manage to retain my balance just in time with a swing of the arms. I curse myself. Concentrate, damn it. One slip and you’re dead.

We quickly lose elevation, and when we finally reach the glacier, the place where the Maudit should be has disappeared behind the Grand Cornier. But the mountain has called us, and we are its subjects. We can only heed its siren song.

* * *

The plan starts to crystalize the following day around noon, when we’ve settled down to a typical climbers’ day off.

“Extrem brüchiges und heikeles Gelände,” Augustin reads out from the SAC guidebook. “Die Touren sind alle sehr langweilig und nicht empfehlenswert.” In English: brittle terrain, very dangerous, boring and not recommended. The entire lower mountain ridge west of Moiry condensed down to a single-sentence brush-off.

Augustin remarks, “You don’t need more than that to stay away.”

I study the 1:25,000 Landeskarte der Schweiz unfolded before me on the grass. The description corresponds with what I see: exposed flanks, the remains of the ancient glacier, almost completely melted away, no noteworthy peaks. And what about the Maudit? The guide doesn’t even mention it.

“Let’s google it later,” I say. I roll over and squint. “There’s got to be something.”

Our tent blazes in the sun in the campground in Mission, in the middle of what you might be tempted to call a battlefield. The site follows a series of terraces that gradually descend toward the brook. In the grass, the rope is drying next to the provisionally scattered crampons, ice axes, carabiners, and backpacks. The trunk of my Ford Focus is open. Augustin made fun of me because of the three corners held together with aluminum tape: two from the pileup on the Amstelkade last year and one because I’m just a lousy parker. In the car, more bags, crates, camping equipment. Our soaked thermal shirts, gloves, Smartwool socks, and Gore-Tex trousers hang from a washing line we stretched between two larches. The rest of our stuff is spread out on the grass between breakfast plates, water bottles, an empty carton of orange juice, and a piece of Swiss sausage wrapped in paper. It’s chaos, but the kind of chaos I love. A chaos I can find myself in.

Languidly, we lie in the midst of it on the Therm-a-Rests we’ve dragged from the tent, both of us in shorts, both of us blocking the sun from our eyes with a lazy arm, enjoying the heaviness in our bodies. The whispering of the water and the buzz of the cicadas join in a wonderfully meditative chorus that rises from the valley floor. Later, a time will come when we feel up to forcing ourselves to rise and clean up the mess, and maybe then we’ll repair to the campsite bar for a cappuccino or a Coke. But for now, the ground is good enough. The grass will do.

I know it’s unfathomable to you, but to me, this is the epitome of relaxation.

“Can’t you at least rent a chalet if you’re that intent on going to the mountains?” you once asked me. “I mean, I get it, totally retro, that back-to-nature spirit, but do you also have to go cuddle the grass and load up on fungus infections? I’ll pay for it, if I have to.”

But that’s not the point, of course. You know how antsy I get after a couple of nights in one of your favorite resorts or hotels. I need this simplicity when I’m in the mountains.

[In my mind I hear you protesting that luxury is not the only thing that makes you tick, and then I’d say, Really? and then you’d say yeah okay, but that you can also be very pure, and then I’d say Yeah, lying on a pristine, bleached five-star hotel sheet and smelling of Dior body lotion you’re very pure.]

You know I enjoy our juxtapositions, our squabbles and edges, the fact that at first sight, our worlds seem so incompatible. If there’s anything you can point to as to why we love each other, then it’s that, and I’ve been treating it for three years now as an unexpected gift. There’s nothing more damaging to yourself than trying to mold your lover into your own image. Instead, I respect the fact that our differences empower us, and I see each hitch as an exploration—each quarrel as a new, unconquered peak.

The mountains and you, they’re two completely different worlds, and if I could lay them both bare, I’d be perfectly happy.

I admire you for letting me go up every time again, because I know how much it frightens you. The day before, as soon as my iPhone had a signal on the way down, I texted you that we were safe and sound, and then again when I was lying in my sleeping bag, too exhausted to speak: We’ll call tomorrow.

And we did; we spoke that morning. [That was the last time, right? Incredible, it seems so long ago.] You ask when I’ll come home. You tell me about all the things you’re doing in Amsterdam, now that you have the place to yourself, about the friends you go out with. You demand that I be careful and think of you when I go climbing again and what it would do to you if my ass fell off a mountain. Subtlety was never your forte, but I think it’s kind of cute. Your ways of demarcating: this is your obsession and this is how it affects me.

It was nice to hear your voice again. Especially after what happened that night.

I thought I’d go around the clock in a dreamless sleep after our climb, but I don’t.

I kept seeing Augustin fall.

The red dot of his helmet, getting smaller and smaller, disappearing into the east face, his flailing limbs. What’s scary is that he doesn’t scream. He’s absolutely silent.

I reach for him every single time, but I’m too late. Every single time my innards dive down with him.

And then suddenly I’m the one falling.

Somehow, I get disconnected from the rope, and I see Augustin’s astonished face up on the ridge, I see his extended hand groping for me, but I’ve already gone too far. I disappear with blinding speed into the cold, shadowy mountainside, I spin into the darkness. I try to scream, but a weight crushes down on my chest, making it impossible to breathe. A primitive denial tears out of me, and in a panic I flail about. I’m trapped in my Gore-Tex coat; I struggle to extricate myself, to do something there’s no point in doing—

And then I’m sitting upright, completely disoriented, my body hot and feverish and drenched with sweat.

I have no idea where I am.

What I do know in my half-asleep state is that there is a great menace looming, but at least I’m no longer falling. The pressure on my chest and arms is the down sleeping bag, which is wrapped around me like a cocoon. Only after I have thrown it off in a panic do I realize that the swishing sound is the brook, not the wind over a gaping mountainside. Shining through the tarpaulin is the light from the toilet block. The shapeless heap next to me is Augustin, safe and sound, asleep.

I need to pee. I usually hate the works: struggling out of the comfort of your sleeping bag, trying not to wake your climbing buddy when you unzip the tent, then into the cold, not to mention rain or snow. Now I don’t mind. I want to be outside, away from the petrified silence of the fall. Incredible, it was so real. I look away, shake my head, but can’t shake the afterimage from my mind.

Woozy, I crawl out of the tent. My calf muscles are screaming, and cold dewdrops from the tarpaulin trail down my bare back.

I stagger a while away, don’t feel like walking all the way to the toilet block. I search for a spot by the embankment, pull down my boxers, and do what I have to do.

I stare at the night sky. The mountain ridges framing the narrow valley are contours. There is no moon but there is an astonishing number of stars. A solitary orographic cloud slowly weaves its way through the night. Above it, you can catch glimpses of the Milky Way. Normally, it’s an endless, breathtaking scene, but now it makes me shudder involuntarily. The universe seems like a cold and hostile place, not meant for human life. Just like all these rocky and icy stairways to heaven that we keep trying to ascend. In the daytime there’s a deceptive calm and a sense of security, but then, when the sun disappears behind the horizon, the isolation descends on you, the clammy certainty that if you scream, there will be no one, absolutely no one, to hear you.

The Maudit is back on my mind, the horned peak, the mountain we saw in the distance. Here and now, half naked under the chilly starry sky, I have no desire at all to climb it. Rather, the thought of it seems repugnant.

Back in my sleeping bag, I rub myself warm and fall in and out of a restless sleep. The dream doesn’t come back, but at a certain point I am awake, because Augustin is sitting up and appears to be looking for something. He mumbles something in German, growingly agitated. I realize he’s sleep-talking.

I sit up too and say, “Hey, it’s okay. Go back to sleep.”

He mumbles some more and lies down, seems to sink into sleep right away. I pull his sleeping bag up over his shoulders so he’ll keep warm.

I suddenly have a strong urge to be with you and to hold you, you and your wonderfully warm body, because if I have you in my arms it’s in a different place, a different time—between clean, white sheets and away from the loneliness of the mountains, in a place where I don’t feel compelled to conquer them. And when we wake up, it’s in each other’s arms in a spacious, luxurious room awash with blazing sunlight.





At the Mountains of Madness

Nick Grevers’s manuscript (part 2)

Our sensations of tense expectancy as we prepared to round the crest and peer out over an untrodden world can hardly be described on paper; even though we had no cause to think the regions beyond the range essentially different from those already seen and traversed.

—H. P. Lovecraft

 

The morning after our ascent of the Zinalrothorn, we woke up refreshed, and any premonitions and irrational fears we might have felt seemed frivolous. Our muscles were warmed up by the sun, our spirits nourished by the light. In the distance, at the end of the valley, the mountains were beckoning, sparkling like rough diamonds on the necklace of a new day.

Plus, by then I already realize that there’s something strange going on with the Maudit. But instead of taking it in as a threat, it magnetizes me.

The mystery calls.

Google is of no help. Connected to the campsite bar’s wireless, we try different searches, but nothing. Neither on Bergtour.ch nor on SummitPost, Camptocamp, or Hikr. Strange, since those websites are more or less the modern alpinist’s bible. But the signal is crappy, and after sitting around for ages waiting for a couple of low-res pics of the area to load, we lose our patience.

We swipe through our own pictures from the last two days instead. There are a couple of really good ones—like the one with Augustin dangling in midair from Le Rasoir you saw on Instagram.

[At that moment, we didn’t give it much thought, but if you think about it, it’s striking. Even a bit creepy. The AMC has a fast 4G network, so this morning I googled the Maudit again and it’s remarkable how little has been documented about it. Try for yourself. It’s mentioned in passing in a number of French descriptions of the crest that curves to the north between the Val d’Anniviers and the Val d’Hérens, but there isn’t a single trip report to be found. I also can’t find any good close-ups. There are a couple of panoramas taken from the north, but because of its unfavorable geographic location, most of the peak is either hidden behind the ridges that frame the Moiry reservoir, or it’s practically invisible against the Pennine giants on the border with Italy. The only concrete reference I found is in a scan of an old (and actually quite sinister) clipping from Le Nouvelliste from 1957, about an accident on the Maudit in which seven alpinists lost their lives. It’s in French and I can’t completely figure out what it says. I saved the JPEG; maybe you can translate it for me when you get back.

I don’t know why it didn’t register that sunny day in the campsite bar. It’s not a total surprise that my internal blueprint of the Alps appears to be incomplete, but the fact that the internet is of no avail in a time when practically every molehill has been plowed up and has its own hashtag is more than a little alarming to me.]

We ponder all day on what to do. When evening falls, we drive up to Grimentz, precisely the sleepy town with luxury chalets and closed-for-the-season ski lifts I’d expected it to be. A sanctuary for timid mountain folk and affluent summer visitors. From the narrow alleyways of the village center, flush against the slope, we can see the entrance to the Moiry valley, where the paved road winds upward toward the reservoir. More to the west, almost imperceptible, lies the col to the much narrower, higher-situated basin from where we should be able to access the Maudit. The mountain itself is invisible from here. The evening is brooding, the colors vivid; the twilight brings out faceted, deep-blue and green hollows in the densely wooded slopes.

In an inn smelling of brick oven and melted cheese, we get two foaming steins of draft beer. The only other guests are a couple of old-timers from the village who nod curtly when we walk in. Above the bar hangs an old-fashioned birdcage. As I drink my beer, my gaze is constantly drawn to the dark shadow shuffling inside it. A crow. Or a chough.

Neither of us can make a decision about tomorrow’s plans. Until Augustin goes to the washroom, returns, and gives me a smiling jerk of the head toward the downstairs. I follow him to the lower level, where a series of framed photos and old engravings adorn the walls. Chalets with snow-covered roofs, panoramas taken from the ski runs above the village, men in traditional attire in front of a crevassed glacier.

“Here, look at this,” Augustin says. He points to a yellowed, framed engraving between the doors to the men’s and women’s. It’s entitled “Val d’Anniviers 1878.” It’s hard to tell from which angle it was drawn. I recognize the peaks, but they’re coarsely sketched with brown ink, pointier and rougher than in real life, as if the artist unconsciously associated them with the crooked teeth in the mouth of a wolf. A reflection of the zeitgeist, I realize, in which the mountains must have been a hearth of dangers and local superstitions for the valley’s dwellers.

At the top are the names, in the same faded ink: Cervin, Dent Blanche, Garde de Bordon, Pointes du Mourti. The glaciers bulge out of the valleys, mightier and longer than in the twenty-first century. The reservoir of Moiry doesn’t exist yet. Where it is today, the drawing depicts a desolate, U-shaped valley, from which the glacier curls like a split tongue. And on the right, on what must be the west side, is another valley. Higher, with more rigid contours, smaller, but there it is. At the end of it, a dark, sharply crosshatched peak. A horned summit: a bull, a devil. The inscription above it says “Pointe Maudit.”

“That’s it!” I call out. “You see? It looks exactly the same here as when we saw it from the Rothorn, don’t you think?”

“These old names are pretty amusing. Cervin is now Matterhorn, even in the French-speaking cantons. And Gabelhorn is now Obergabelhorn.”

“But that basin, it seems to open up right above us, right over Grimentz, just like the map says. Weird, this engraving clears up more than all those pictures on the internet.”

I keep looking at it. The Maudit seems indisputably hostile. Something about the way the peak has been rendered larger than it really is, and the way the summit seems to lean forward, or how the valley, whose name isn’t mentioned on the map, seems to be full of shadows.

“What do you think? Should we just go?” Augustin asks. His eyes reflect the subtle fascination I see every time he thinks up a new project, a fascination that is the seed of obsessive possession.

“With zero information?”

“Old-school. We take some bivi gear and I can take your spare helmet from the trunk, which will save us a trip to the outdoor supply store. We search for a way up along the stream that comes down from the valley and climb that mountain, without any route planning. Should be cool, right? Like we’re pioneers.”

It does sound enticing.

It’s his kind of plan. Augustin’s heroes are the Edward Whympers and Geoffrey Winthrop Youngs of this world, erstwhile alpinists who performed their heroic virgin ascents without any trails or Gore-Tex gear.

“MeteoSchweiz says there’s only a chance of some local thunderstorms in the afternoon, so we could bivouac,” I suggest. I notice I’m getting excited. “Would make a big difference, if we leave the tent in the car.”

“And when we’re up there, we’ll decide on the best route. Neither of us knows anything about the Maudit. Where in the Alps can we still pretend we’re first-ascenters?”

“You sure you don’t want to go to the Jorasses?”

“We still have loads of time for that. There probably really is a misprint on the map, but there’s no way the Maudit could be higher than eleven five, twelve K at the most. If we set out from the bivi day after tomorrow and leave early, and if it isn’t too difficult, we can be back in the early afternoon. Evening at the latest. We’ll wind our way to Italy after that.”

That was the plan in a nutshell. Unprepared but determined, sure of our abilities, invigorated by the brief but intense bond that is forged between climbers during a delicate enterprise high up in the mountains, even if they aren’t friends in real life. Such a bond goes deeper than sea-level friendships. You pledge yourselves to each other’s lives, make a binding oath that, even in the most unthinkable circumstances, you will come back down together and alive.

It’s unfortunate that neither of us had a good command of French and therefore didn’t know what Le Maudit means.

* * *

If this were a fiction, a sequence of increasingly confusing diary excerpts would now follow, detailing the approximately fifty-six hours that our expedition to that forlorn, forsaken place lasted. That’s the classic approach in these kinds of stories, because authors think that the tone of the firsthand narrative adds a dimension of realism. But it is in fact completely unrealistic for two reasons.

First, alpinists never take a diary in their backpack. Every ounce counts. When you frantically maneuver your way up a ninety-degree dihedral, eight yards above the last bolt, while your muscles are pumped full of lactic acid and the weight on your back pulls you further and further down, you thank yourself for chopping the handle off your toothbrush or for removing the labels from the zippers. I once had a mountain guide who always took a mass market paperback to kill time in the huts or bivouacs. When he’d read a page, he’d rip it out and use it as toilet paper. Wiping your ass with Tolstoy! Talk about efficiency.

The second reason is that you simply lack the time to write. A bivouac up in the mountains is time-consuming, cold, and uncomfortable. The only thing on your mind in those circumstances is staying alive, keeping warm, and preparing yourself as efficiently as possible for the next day’s climb.

So a diary entry is a no go. But I do have the photos.

[I uploaded them after all, Sam. I didn’t trust myself to be able to fully recall what happened up there without them, because my recollections were still confused and fragmentary. I thought the photos would at least trigger something. And fuck yeah, they did.]

They’re taken with the GoPro. I rarely shoot video in the mountains because I’ve noticed that photos have more impact and do a better job of representing their scale. The photo report of the Maudit consists of sixteen pics, all taken on the first day, during the approach and in the bivi. Of the climb itself I have none. The battery was dead by then. [And my iPhone? I hear you think. Yes, it was still working, but from the moment we entered the valley we lost the signal, so we had no way of calling the emergency services. And by the time the GoPro’s battery went dead, I was so busy keeping myself alive that taking pictures with my iPhone never even occurred to me.]

The first pic shows a barbed wire barrier in front of what looks like the beginning of a steeply descending trail on the densely wooded slopes above Grimentz. A yellow sign says accès interdit and Augustin is posing in front of it with a silly grin on his face, his rolled-up sleeping pad buckled to the side of his North Face backpack.

Our problems have already started, shortly before that, when we try to find the access into the narrow basin. According to the map, obscure tracks go from the village’s higher section to the brook that streams down from it (torrent de maudit, it says in blue letters), but the dotted line stops before it even reaches the stream. From Grimentz, where we parked the car in front of La Poste, the steep slopes are a mess, and we can’t find the track. We lose forty-five minutes by following a brook above the village, which eventually leads to the abandoned ski slopes to the west.

Only once we escape the woods and arrive at a rustic alpine pasture with a few crude, weather-beaten sheds do we see we’re not where we should be. More to the south, the narrow, V-shaped notch in the mountain range we are heading for now appears to be visible. Map check makes matters only more confusing, because we don’t see the obvious landmarks on the map anywhere physically around us. No wonder there’s so little info about the Maudit, I think. They haven’t exactly made it a walk in the park to get there. In the oh-so-cultivated, well-trodden Swiss Alps, this seems like a piece of virgin wilderness.

For a moment, I consider abandoning our whole plan, because instinctively it feels wrong that I have allowed myself to be fooled by my usual sense of direction. But Augustin cheerfully proposes to walk back to the village and search for the more southerly gully. I envy his carefree attitude and ability to find pleasure even in such a mistake, without any complaints or doubts.

That is how we end up in the place where I’ve taken the first GoPro photo, the one with the accès interdit sign. No wonder we couldn’t find it at first. The trail begins outside the village, on the far side of a sloping meadow, where supply sheds made of larch balance on round granite stones and corner posts. But by counting the farms and chalets on the map, we get back on track. The upward spur is practically indistinguishable and overgrown with dense vegetation, but this must be it.

Only then we stumble on the enclosure, which probably stakes out a private reserve for grazing cattle. Crossing the barrier isn’t that easy. A precarious tour along the barbed wire on the left brings us to a cliff above a waterfall that must be the Torrent de Maudit. This side, impassable. A ten-minute search leads us to a place in the woods further right, where the barbed wire is looser. By holding it up for each other and stepping on the lowest strand, we manage to worm our backpacks through, and then ourselves. It takes a while before we’re back on the steep path on the other side of the fence, but now we can get moving.

The second picture is taken much further up and is subtly more disturbing. Like the third, and then the fourth. You see, the photo report of our expedition to Le Maudit is fragmentary and incomplete, unlike all the other series of climbing photos on my external drive. It’s not your usual succession of action shots, sunset snaps, and obligatory summit panoramas.

[I didn’t attach them, but I don’t mind showing them to you if you insist, once you’re back. But I’m not sure it’s such a good idea. This morning I showed them to my parents. Dad asked me to, but I really didn’t want to, because I still haven’t told them any of what I’m telling you now—and I’m not planning to, either. But I gave in in the end, because there’s so much they don’t know as it is.

Both of them felt uneasy about looking. Mom didn’t finish the whole series; she pushed my iPad away before she’d seen them all, and turned away, unable to put into words why the blood had drained from her face. I think I can. It’s the same reason so many people find it difficult to look at the Schiphol selfies circulating on the internet of people about to board flight MH17. It’s in light of what happens just after the photo is taken that makes looking at it seem wrong. Selfies of the just-about-to-die. You know it, they don’t. It’s too intimate, a breach of privacy in the last, most transitory moment of their lives.

And there’s more. When you look at the pictures, you can’t help but think that you’re looking at the report of two doomed individuals who are more and more losing their grip on reality.]

Photo 2 is taken maybe two hours after the first. We’re now pretty far above the tree line and the sun is scorching the exposed slope. It’s a selfie of me, with Augustin higher up the slope behind me, in short sleeves and with a bandanna holding his long hair off his face. Photo 3 is taken another hour or so later and facing down. Much lower, Augustin is trudging up the slope against the background of the mountains across the valley. Photo 4 is another selfie, and by then, the sky has become overcast.

What’s disturbing about these pictures is that all three of them are crooked.

The sunny selfie is tilted to the right, and it’s only thanks to the GoPro’s wide-angle lens, which bends the horizon on the edges, that you can see, in the upper corner behind Augustin and me, the notch that is the entrance to the valley. But when you think about it, it’s strange, the angle from which I apparently took the picture. I don’t think I could have done it deliberately. Sport cam selfies from below and at an angle are one thing, but so crooked? In the next picture, the mountain range horizon is tilting sharply to the left, and in fact you could say that, as a photo, this is a total failure. And the second selfie is leaning to the right again. If you focus on these photos long enough, you’ll feel a bit nauseous, as if not only the photographer but also you are standing on the bobbing bow of a ship, without any landmarks, because everything around you is bobbing too, until you feel like you need to vomit over the handrail. [This is where both Mom and Dad fell silent while looking at the photos.]

Something else that’s disturbing is the way our faces and body language change.

What the photos don’t show, not directly at least, is the effort it took us to gain elevation. Even before we pass the tree line, the trail has simply ceased to exist. The only practicable passage in the jumble of intertwined spruces and larches is often blocked with piles of overgrown, decaying trunks. It looks like the logging took place years ago and has simply been left there, exposed to the elements and serving as soil for new life. Still, I can’t shake the thought that these are barriers, and that they are deliberate. An obstacle? Of course, it suddenly occurs to me—old avalanche dams. It makes the ascent grueling, and we lose more time. But that’s not the only thing that shows from our expressions.

In photo 2, you see my face in wide-angle perspective. My brow is furrowed in an undirected smile, bronzed by the sunlight, cheeks flushed from the physical exertion. Wisps of hair cling to my forehead, my lips are slightly parted. Augustin is standing higher up and looking down, past the camera, stone-faced. Nothing out of the ordinary here—a slight tension perhaps, because we’re trying to find our way through unknown terrain.

In photo 3, Augustin is lagging far behind. He’s hunched forward on his Black Diamonds like an old man, although the high angle seems to somewhat enhance the impression. His face is barely visible. The only remarkable thing about it is that from over here the shadows make his face seem deathly pale, with holes instead of eyes.

And on photo 4, he’s above me again.

He seems strikingly gaunt here. At the exact moment I take the picture, he turns away from the camera, and his disheveled hair stands out against the pale, overcast sky. My own face is now center-framed, and that is maybe the main reason why this photo feels so eerie. I look ashen, skin stretched tightly around sunken eyes and more-than-obvious uneasiness written all over my face—or call it numb fear, though you can see I’m doing my best to conceal it.

Because at that moment we’d just done a third map check, and this time we got into an argument about it. We can’t figure out where we are on the map. According to the altimeter on Augustin’s Seiko, we’re at 9,200 feet. I ask whether it’s possible the watch gives an overly high reading due to the reduced atmospheric pressure, but Augustin says it’s a GPS sensor. GPS communicates with satellites, and they are never wrong.

“But where are we, then?” I say, as I thrust the map into his hands. I’m frustrated, because I can’t understand it. If I look back down into the valley, I couldn’t wish for a better view of the surroundings. Still, the contour lines don’t seem to tally with the actual situation up here. The map says the nameless basin at the end of which the Maudit rises starts at 8,800 feet, but the col is still above us (from here it no longer looks V-shaped; more a flat, plateau-like pass). Or did we follow this gully too far up, and is the Maudit valley beyond another rib, more to the west? But then why doesn’t the shape match up?

If I look at it too long, I see spots before my eyes and notice that my head seems to float ever so slightly. I don’t understand it. I’ve never had any problems with orientation.

My doubts irritate Augustin. “What do you want to do about it? Half an hour tops and we’ll be on the col. We should be able to see the Maudit from there and then we’ll know where we are.”

“But look at the map. Can’t you see that it doesn’t add up, that we’re too high?”

“Can’t you see that the valley is up there? Look!” He swings his Black Diamonds at the notch.

“It doesn’t make any sense.”

Augustin laughs scornfully. “Dude, what are you talking about? We’re just a little lost because there are no trails. Let’s go up, we can see better from there.”

He’s right. You climb, you see. You descend, you no longer see, but you have seen. I gaze past him at the col, at the steep, uninviting slopes that enclose the valley behind it, and at the sky, which is growing more overcast. Three choughs circle high above us on an invisible thermal. I notice I’ve got goose bumps on my neck and arms. I’m cold, now that I’m standing still, wearing only a sweaty thermal shirt. “Okay,” I finally say.

But I don’t feel okay; the chill has gotten into my head, and that is when I take the fourth picture, that is the chill the photo conveys to the viewer.

What the photos obviously don’t document is what goes on in my head during the last thirty to forty minutes before we reach the col. At least, that’s how short it must have been, even though it felt longer, much longer. Every time I look up at the col, I notice that I see spots before my eyes again, and it’s starting to make me feel dizzy. I suck my lungs full of air and try to clear my head, but before long, the sensation sinks down into my stomach. I lose my spirit, because I know this feeling all too well.

One of the greatest physical discomforts about mountaineering is the necessity to set off at night, when it’s cold and pitch-black, under the hypnotizing light of your Petzl headlamp. You have to take advantage of the colder-than-daytime temperatures. It’s vital to be off the glaciers around noon at the latest, when the sun turns firm snow bridges on invisible crevasses into lethal pitfalls. Every year, climbers—sometimes entire teams—disappear into deep glacial voids and die in their frozen darkness. If the mountain is merciful, the drop is deep enough to smash them into silence in one go. Most victims, however, are trapped between blue, narrowing walls of ice, and as their body warmth melts the ice, they slowly sink into it, slowly deeper and deeper, until they die very consciously of asphyxiation.

So you set off early. But my stomach, still asleep, always rebels when I have to perform great feats at three o’clock in the morning. I can’t take food; I throw it up right away. But if I don’t eat I get nauseous, because my body lacks fuel. Both options are equally bad. That’s why these days I swear by metoclopramide, which I take to calm my stomach before a climb.

This morning we left at a decent hour, and now it’s almost noon, but still my stomach is in knots, and with every step I take it feels like it’s swinging in its own greasy hammock. I try to concentrate on my breathing and find a rhythm in my footsteps’ steady stride. My heart is beating so hard that I feel it thumping not only in my chest but also behind my temples. This is starting to look like altitude sickness, damn it. But that’s BS. We’re well acclimatized, and the effects of the altitude shouldn’t kick in until well above 13,000 feet.

I stand still and jackknife, leaning on my poles. We’re halfway up a steep boulder field and I stagger a bit to keep my balance. The horizon in the north is rolling. I raise my hand to my chest, as if trying to calm my heart. I feel miserable. Maybe I should stick my finger down my throat and make myself throw up to get rid of the nausea, but somehow that prospect scares me. I don’t want to go there. Stupid, looking back, how your judgment deteriorates in such circumstances. Alone, out of breath, and under the influence of . . . of what, actually?

I stand upright and scan the scree field. Augustin roves steadily up the slope [roves steadily? did I really think that?], back and forth, back and forth, and for a moment he looks like a hanged man on the gallows, swinging gently in the wind.

“Stop,” I groan. I rub my eyes with my knuckles, smell the salt on my fingers. I try to breathe more slowly, thinking about getting a metoclopramide from my first aid kit, but I don’t feel like taking off my backpack. When I lower my hands from my face, there are only spots, but most of them disperse and I can see clearly again.

Go. Climb on for a bit.

The mountains in the north are still rolling.

Not the ones across the valley but those in the far distance, beyond the Rhône valley, where you can see the Berner Oberland range. The snowcaps expand, contract, expand. The air seems thin, as if I’m hallucinating. I shake my head violently and moan. Hearing my own voice should give me confidence, but its sound is peculiarly distorted by the alluvial fan, as if thousands of mouths, hidden behind gray boulders, are moaning back at me from below.

With a jolt, I look around me. To the left, to the right, up and down. Nothing; it’s my imagination. The choughs are gone. Deep silence reigns, aside from the gurgling of the brook, somewhere far away.

I see moisture in the air, a single drop breaking free from the steel-colored sky. Suddenly worried about lagging too far behind, I get going again. My nausea has subsided but resurfaces five minutes later. When I look up sometime later, I’m surprised to see Augustin resting under a big, thumb-like rock.

“You okay, buddy?” I ask when I reach him.

He smiles at me; the air has been cleared. “Weird, isn’t it? The spatial effects of this place,” he says.

I nod and lumber on, not prepared to disrupt my cadence, because it’ll cost me the energy I’ll need to pull myself up after a rest. Thinking back, I can clearly recall how bad Augustin is actually looking as I pass him, but I apparently don’t notice it at the time. What he says doesn’t even register. I don’t know what’s come over me.

“I think there are death birds here,” he says confidently. “I keep hearing them. Behind the mountains.”

I laugh—concentrate on your rhythm—and then I pass him. I start counting my steps. To ten, over and over again. If I focus on it, I don’t feel my dizziness, don’t feel the heaviness in my limbs. My hold on the handles of the Black Diamonds weakens, the backpack gets heavier. There’s a pressure just behind my ears, growing constantly, as if I’m sinking deeper and deeper underwater, through a hole in the ice. A hole in the ice or a crevasse. Stupid thought. Why did I just imagine seeing Augustin dangling from a gallows
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