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THE NORTH WALL OF THE LANGKOFEL.
J. H. SHELDON, M.D., F.R.C.P.
Memory is a curious phenomenon. At the moment of
formation all impressions may seem to be of equal value, yet
by the time that the present has become the far past some of
these will still remain vivid and apt of recall, whereas others
lie buried and only available to consciousness in response to
some special stimulus. It is this fact rather than any special
features about the climb that has led me to describe a day on
the Langkofel, in tribute of obedience to the pressing demands
of the Editor.
In the Summer of 1934 four of us had a holiday in the
Dolomites, climbing from Santa Cristina in the Val Gardena.
My own stay was shorter than that of the others, but the
weather was perfect and among other climbs we had a succession of glorious days on the Sella Turm, the Adang Kamin, the
Schmitt Kamin on the Fiinffingerspitze and others. Yet in
retrospect all that remains at immediate recall is a succession
of incidents on each the awesome last pitch on the first Sella
Turm, gymnastics in the Adang with a strenuous final crack,
the endless variations on every possible chimney theme during
the long struggle up the Schmitt. On the other hand, for no
apparent reason the last day of the season on the north wall
of the Langkofel stands out as a solid memory with the details
in proper perspective. Association may be the responsible
factor, for though the actual climbing took place in 1934 a
certain reverence for the shapes of limestone mountains went
back a further eleven years to the Spring of 1923. It was then
that a tourist in Lugano, with no special thought for mountains,
was walking along the lake front and suddenly stood rooted to
the spot, undergoing a psychological crisis, of the type that the
theologians describe as conversion. The cause was some jagged
spikes of rock rising above the skyline of the distant hills;
there was something mysterious and compelling about their
shape which brought a new and permanent meaning into
mountains. Enquiry revealed that they rejoiced in the name of
the Denti della vecchia the teeth of the old lady an apt name.
An attempt to reach them was frustrated by the unfortunate
fact, not then realised, that in mountainous country there may
be unsuspected valleys between the observer and the skyline,
but the mental effect of these rocks was in no way dependent
on physical contact, and ever since limestone rocks have had
an appeal of their own.
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There can be few finer places from which to enjoy them
than the head of the Val Gardena, where every fantastic shape
that is possible even to dolomite seems to be represented. The
Langkofel dominates all, a huge mass of square-cut dolomite
which, scorning the oddities of lesser mountains like the
Fiinffingerspitze, or the Sella towers, yet seems to enshrine all
that is meant by limestone. From its beginning the holiday
centred on the Langkofel. Alpine valleys vary in their background; some, like that of Zermatt, have a comparatively
uninspiring peak at their head, while others, like that of Arolla,
have a lesser but much more striking mountain' to dominate
the approach. Few valleys can compare in this respect with
the Val Gardena, for as one slowly covers the long miles up
the valley, the Langkofel becomes more majestic and inspiring
with every turn of the road. In 1934 its yellow walls were
crowned with snow, and rising out of the green foothills at
its base it made a picture of compelling power; the garden of
the Albergo Dosses seemed to lie directly under it and to
demand the use of the garden telescope in every off moment.
The proposal to spend the last day of the holiday in a traverse
of the mountain seemed in prospect, therefore, what it became
in retrospect the most fitting end to a perfect holiday.
We decided to climb by the North Wall and to descend by
the ordinary route, and arrangements were accordingly made.
We were accompanied by three professionals two guides and
a porter. Johann Demetz was the senior guide, a man of the
most engaging personality and a first-class performer on rock,
of whose quality we had been fervent admirers on our previous
climbs. He chose the second guide, of whom more anon. On
this expedition a porter was as necessary as the leading guide.
Without the guide we should never have got up the mountain,
but Would have quite certainly lost our way in a few hundred
feet since there are no nail-marks on the rocks. It is, however,
equally necessary to get home afterwards and that was where
the porter was to come in. The climbing in the Dolomites is
done in scarpetti, but walking, as in other districts, is done in
boots. From the bottom of the ordinary route there would
be a lot of mountain walking, so the porter's function was to
accompany us to the base of the climb, load up with our boots
and walk round to the other side of the mountain, where he
was to make a cache of the boots so that we could change again
into appropriate footwear for the walk home. His load was
considerable, consisting of no less than six pairs of mountaineering boots, and I remember thinking that his reward was
moderate, for the charge worked out at 1/8 per boot! His work
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Was done perfectly and later we found the cache without trouble.
This is a very luxurious arrangement and one we repeated later
with even more benefit on the south wall of the Marmolata.
The great day came, and we started out at daylight from
the hotel, the four amateurs and one guide in a car, while the
other guide and the porter went on the former's motor-cycle,
and we were soon at the Sella Joch Hotel, where the transport
was left, and we set out for the climb. This involved a glorious
walk along a grass terrace from which the north face of the
Langkofel rose abruptly on our left, with long views down the
whole length of the Val Gardena. At last the base of the
climb was reached, and we sat down for a preliminary meal.
The inevitability of this depended not on its necessity but on
the catering powers of our small hotel, the Albergo Dosses;
even in those far-off days of forgotten luxury the food was
too good to carry unnecessarily far. Fresh crisp rolls, lashings
of butter, slices of ham, the usual veal, jam, cheese, hard-boiled
eggs and fresh fruit. That morning it was even better than
usual, and with the sun already hot, it was an effort to think
of getting started; however we got rid of our boots, saw the
porter on his way. and settled down to roping up. I was going
on the second rope with the local guide in company with M.
Both he and I are found of tobacco, and as our professional
was very busy measuring out the rope and tying knots, it
seemed a pity to put out our pipes and interrupt him, and in
a state of dreamy lethargy we each tied on in the knot thrown
to us, M. at the end and I in the middle. The others were now
well on their way, and as it seemed easy ground M. and I
started to move, only to be waved back by the guide who clearly
intended to take control. Nothing loath we sat down and
smoked again. The first part of the north wall consists of
what is really one huge triangular slab some hundreds of feet
high, which at its beginning offers no difficulty whatever, being
strewn with broad ledges. When our guide had taken a firm
stance on one of these I was allowed to move, and move I did,
faster than I cared, being impelled onwards by a rope which
the guide, a man of considerable muscular development, was
holding bar-tight. Remonstrance was useless for he only spoke
a local patois which I believe is called Ladinisch, and which
was as unintelligible to us as English was to him. Onwards
I started under this irrestible pull, only to be pulled up abruptly
to my great surprise by a pull of equal power from the rear.
Inspection showed the cause the rope was now tight on M.,
who was still placidly smoking only some ten or fifteen feet
away. We discovered afterwards that this was a local practice;
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the guide if strong enough preferred to have a long run-out
himself and then bring up his two clients together, each moving
practically in the other's steps. As M. and I weighed together
a good twenty-five stone, he had evidently plenty of faith in
his ability to hold us, though what was supposed to happen on
a traverse we never discovered. Under the combined pull of
the guide and my own momentum M. was raised to his feet
and followed with considerable protest. When we got to the
guide's ledge he was off before we could do anything about
it, so as argument was useless we untied, and held the end of
the rope till he stopped again, when it was easy to climb up to
the middle and tie on in a more orthodox place. This met with
considerable disapproval but greatly increased our comfort, and
at length we were allowed to move all together. By now, of
course, the leading party were a considerable way ahead, but
as always on the mountains movement had shaken off our
lethargy and we caught them up, for the first and only time
that day. The climbing gradually became more and more
interesting, as the slab steepened and the holds became things
to look for rather than a mere staircase. As we mounted the
exposure became exhilarating, and in spite of the ease of the
climbing one had to take care as there were no belays of any
kind. Then suddenly it became a real climb. The slab narrowed
and we were forced to the left, where it became necessary to
cross a projection, a sort of parrot's beak thrust out from the
slab. The holds here were few and delicate and for the first
time one had that rather awe-inspiring sense of exposure that
is one of the great things that dolomite has to offer. How we
should have managed on the original short rope remains a
mystery. Once over this passage we found ourselves high up
over the side of a deep gully, the slab going up very steeply
above us to end in what was virtually a point, a small platform
about three feet square, looking down into the gully in front
and on the left, out into the' open behind, while above on the
right was an enormous and unclimbable wall. Altogether an
exposed spot, and my surprise may be imagined when my first
view of it from below was the sight of two heels silhouetted
against the blue of the sky and the wrong way up! A few
feet more and the explanation became apparent. The leading
guide, Johann Demetz, was feeling good, and to relieve his
feelings was giving an exhibition of gymnastics by standing
on his head. Although he offered to hold any of us who cared
to repeat the exploit, no volunteers could be found, so as there
were some good ledges around, we halted for a short time and
consumed more of our good food, before starting again. The
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rest of the climb consisted virtually of the ascent of the gully
on our left, not by its bed but by a series of chimneys on its
other wall, which eventually led us out to the upper and broken
slopes of the Langkofel. These chimneys were all of sufficient
difficulty to make them interesting and also to make it necessary
for the most part to move one at a time, without ever being
severe. Only one passage was of this standard, a climb out
over a very exposed wall. It was during the chimneys, which
seemed to go on for ever, that the mood of the climb began to
change, from one of blissful content to one in which endurance
steadily gained the ascendancy. The north wall of the Langkofel is a very long climb, and the steady succession of
chimneys would have provided a surfeit, but for some incidents
which relieved the monotony. In the first place I was hit on
the head by a very small but very high velocity at least so
I thought stone, and insisted on waiting till I had filled my
hat with all the cotton wool I was carrying as doctor to the
party. While I did this M. lit a pipe and I found the example
infectious. All this meant delay, and we suddenly realised
that mists were swirling up the gully and that the first party
was a considerable distance ahead. We could tell from a prolonged shouting match that they were urging us to hurry, and
later found that the sight of smoke from our pipes had nearly
produced an attack of apoplexy in the leading guide, who was
getting anxious about the time factor. While the first party
had a sense of urgency we in the second had a sense of relaxation and found it impossible to hurry. Eventually we arrived
at the summit to find to our surprise that it was not merely
late but very late, being nearly 7 p.m. Also the weather was
obviously going to break, so we hurried down by the ordinary
route. There was nothing remarkable about this except for
a lot of snow, some of it quite steep, and scarpetti' are the
worst of all possible footgear for this . It was at this stage
that I suddenly realised what all the fuss was about if we
did not get down before dark we should never find the boots
so it was now for the first time a pleasure to allow our guide
to exert his muscles to the fullest extent, holding me while I
slipped and slid down the snow, giving up all attempt at keeping
to the steps. Fortune sometimes favours the foolish as well
as the brave and she was with us that day, for we reached the
cache containing our boots as night fell. Then we finished the
food and set out for the Sella Joch Hotel, which involved a long
climb up screes to a col, and then a long descent to the Hotel.
The guides favoured spending the night at the Langkofel hut
nearby, but to the rest of us the hotel was a far more welcome
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thought and so the decision was made by a majority of four to
two. The path up to the Langkofel Joch was steep but without
incident till we struck snow, and lost the path. At the top of
the snow we realised that it was night and a pitch-dark night
at that. A lantern was what was required, but of course
between the six of us there was no lantern. Then it began to
rain out of a thick mist. However, by going upwards we
eventually reached the Joch and there only remained the
descent to the Sella Hotel. This began on scree, so we all
joined hands and like a party playing Christmas games we
slowly came down until we were below the mist, when it all
became easy again, and we got to the Hotel about midnight.
Here we had what we considered at the time to be a good meal;
the details are forgotten, but I remember it included beer, cocoa,
and cake. All that remained was to motor home in luxury with
that wonderful feeling that comes at the end not merely of a
good day, but of a day that has ended better than one deserved.
On going out to the cars, however, it was discovered that the
guide's motor cycle had no lights. He, after beer and cocoa, was
in the same state of exaltation that had led him earlier to stand
on his head, and was determined to ride. The difficulty about
the absence of lights was not a mere legal one, but the fact
that the road went down one or two thousand feet by a series
of zig-zags, for which a dark night was not altogether ideal.
He suggested riding in front of our car and so making use of
our headlights, and thus we started, with five in the car. It
was not until after starting, however, that we realized that the
idea of riding in our lights was only all right so long as the
road was straight, but that it failed at a corner. As these
were almost continuous we only caught momentary glimpses
of the guide's legs or back wheel disappearing round the next
bend. It would take a lot for any merely physical difficulty to
get the better of Johann, however, and in spite of doing all
his cornering in the dark he got down quite safely, and together
we made an impressive arrival at the door of the Albergo
Dosses at 2 a.m.
Next day it was England for me, but I carried with me
memories of a day that I would give a lot to be able to live
again.

To climb up rocks is like all the rest of your life, only simpler and safer.
C. E. MONTAGUE.
«
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