
Deep Powder and Steep Rock: The Life of 
Mountain Guide Hans Gmoser

 Novel
 Chic Scott

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/omBqA/Deep-Powder-and-Steep-Rock-The-Life-of-Mountain-Guide-Hans-Gmoser
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/omBqA/Deep-Powder-and-Steep-Rock-The-Life-of-Mountain-Guide-Hans-Gmoser
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/omBqA/Deep-Powder-and-Steep-Rock-The-Life-of-Mountain-Guide-Hans-Gmoser
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/omBqA/Deep-Powder-and-Steep-Rock-The-Life-of-Mountain-Guide-Hans-Gmoser
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/omBqA/Deep-Powder-and-Steep-Rock-The-Life-of-Mountain-Guide-Hans-Gmoser


Hans Gmoser (1932–2006) was the most influential mountaineer in Canada of the last fifty
years. Through innovation, hard work, perseverance and an appetite for adventure, Gmoser
evolved from penniless immigrant to mountain guide for kings, queens and prime ministers. He
also played a major role in creating what is now western Canada’s dynamic mountain adventure
community.Known primarily as the inventor of heli-skiing and the founder of Canadian Mountain
Holidays (CMH), Gmoser also garnered recognition as a talented rock climber, tireless
expedition leader, successful mountain guide, renowned filmmaker, community organizer and
vibrant businessman.Told from all aspects of his fascinating life and including some of Gmoser’s
own words, Chic Scott weaves together a compelling story based on the diaries, expedition
journals, film commentaries and personal correspondence of this charismatic and inspiring
figure.
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BibliographyAcknowledgementsIndexPROLOGUEJust Another DayMonday, July 3, 2006, was
a beautiful day in the Canadian Rocky Mountains, with blue morning skies promising a hot
afternoon. Hans Gmoser, the 73-year-old elder statesman of the Canadian mountain community,
rose early at his home in Harvie Heights, near Canmore, Alberta, as was his habit. After the
usual morning ritual—shower, shave, coffee, juice and granola—he sat down at his computer to
check the day’s email.On the desk beside his computer sat a small, framed photo of a man
walking across a broad, snow-covered mountaintop. The man was Hans and the date was April
1963. He had just led a group of ski mountaineers to the summit of Mount Columbia, the highest
peak in Alberta. A member of the group, Lloyd Nixon, looked down through his viewfinder
camera and snapped the image. When he looked up, Hans was gone! The overhanging snow
cornice had broken and Hans had begun a 2000-metre plunge to the Athabasca valley.Peter
Fuhrmann, another guide in the group, pulled a rope from his pack and, safely belayed by the
others, crawled to the jagged edge. Peering over, he was astonished to see Hans, 20 metres
below, balanced like a cat on a snow-covered ledge that had arrested his fall. Hans was able to
traverse carefully across the shelf, around a corner and to climb, shaken but alive, back onto the
summit.For more than 40 years Hans had kept this image on his desk—perhaps to keep himself
humble and acknowledge his fallibility, but more likely to remind himself how tenuous life is and
how quickly things can change.His morning affairs completed, Hans turned off the computer and
went to change. After putting on his cycling shorts and a light shirt, he said goodbye to his wife,
Margaret, and loaded his road bike into the car. Cycling was one of his favourite activities and he
had travelled the world in pursuit of his passion.Leaving Harvie Heights, he drove through the
entrance gates of Banff National Park, past the town of Banff and parked at the Fireside Picnic
Area. After unloading the bike, he put on his helmet and began riding west along the Bow Valley
Parkway (or 1A Highway). Narrow and hilly and with a speed limit of 60 km/h, there is little traffic
on the road and it is a favourite with cyclists. Hans felt good as the cool mountain air washed
over his skin. Cycling was the one way he could relieve the chronic back pain he suffered.The
mountains of the Bow Valley flew by—the west face of Mount Cory, where he had climbed a new
route in 1960; The Finger, which he had climbed in 1956; and Castle Mountain, where he had
made a film in 1962. These peaks were all old friends; they all had memories and many stories
to tell.Rosa Gmoser and her young son Hans Gmoser Family ArchivesHans, walking across the
summit of Mt. Columbia just before the cornice broke Lloyd NixonPART ONEHard Years in
Austria(1932–1951)“There is nothing like a little hunger and despair to clear your vision.”—Hans
Gmoser, speaking to the Banff Rotary Club, September 17, 1986Johann Wolfgang Gmoser was
born July 7, 1932, in Braunau am Inn, a quiet rural town in the province of Upper Austria.
Braunau is a border town, and across the strong-flowing waters of the Inn River is Simbach am



Inn, in German Bavaria. At the south end of Braunau’s cobblestone main square is a medieval
gate tower dating from the 13th century. Above it all towers the spire of St. Stephen’s Church,
almost 100 metres high. But Braunau’s unenviable claim to fame is that 43 years earlier, on April
20, 1889, it was also the birthplace of Adolf Hitler. Over the rich farmland surrounding the town
there is not a mountain in sight.Hans’s mother was 18-year-old Rosa Juliana Gmoser, who was
working as a domestic at the time. His father, Hans Resch, a 21-year-old soldier, took no interest
in or responsibility for the child, who was given his mother’s family name. Little is known about
the first year of Hans’s life, but his mother must have struggled with the financial problems and
social stigma that have always plagued unwed mothers.Soon after Hans’s birth, Rosa took her
young son and moved to Traun, another small rural town in Upper Austria near the city of Linz.
Located along the Traun River, the town at that time was not much more than a few homes
gathered around the elegant St. Dionysius Church. It was hard to tell where the town ended and
the country began and many folk kept animals in their backyards. Here Rosa found work
manufacturing cigarette paper at the Feuerstein factory, where her father, Hans Ranetbauer, was
a foreman. At the Feuerstein factory she also found a husband, and a father for Hans. Erasmus
Hintringer was 23 years old and was everything that Hans Resch was not—quiet, patient and
caring. Rosa and Erasmus were married January 6, 1934.The Gmoser/Hintringer family lived in
a two-room apartment near the centre of town, upstairs at what is today called Badergasse #10.
Water came from a pump in the garden, and the family slept together in an unheated room. Life,
though spartan, was comfortable: they even had an inside toilet, which was appreciated on cold
winter days. On February 13, 1937, Walter Hintringer was born, and Hans now had a younger
brother. Room was made for the baby in a corner of the small apartment, and Hans adjusted to
the new addition.That summer, Hans had his first exposure to mountaineering. Many years later,
he told the story: “When I was five years old, my mother took me on a train trip through the
Austrian mountains from Linz to Graz. The impressions of this journey are still alive and vivid in
my memory. The mountains seemed to rise straight and clean from the railroad tracks into the
sky. The streams were pure and foaming as they rushed out of the hills and the lakes were
indescribably beautiful. At one point we saw two mountaineers get off the train. With a rope slung
across the shoulder of one of them, they walked from the station, and it seemed to me then,
climbed straight up a mountain. These impressions may well have kindled and nourished a
desire to climb mountains myself.”The Dark Night of the Austrian StateThe 1930s were troubled
times in Austria. The worldwide depression had had a devastating effect, unemployment was
widespread and political stability in the struggling First Republic was tenuous. To the north, the
German Reich, now under Adolf Hitler, had eyes on Austria. On July 24, 1934, the Nazis
attempted to overthrow the Austrian government; however, although Chancellor Dolfuss was
murdered, the coup was unsuccessful. Hans was, of course, oblivious to all this, playing in the
fruit trees of the small farm just across the street from where he lived.Then came the Anschluss.
In March of 1938, Hitler’s Nazi Germany engulfed Austria, and this nation, with 1,000 years of
history, ceased to exist. On March 12, Hitler drove across the Austro-German border and



received a rapturous reception in the Hauptplatz in Linz. “The jubilation of the crowds convinced
him to completely integrate Austria into Germany.”1 The dark night of the Austrian state had
begun.Hitler had great ambitions for Linz (which he considered his hometown) and planned to
make it one of the great cities of the Third Reich. He dismantled factories in Czechoslovakia and
moved them to Linz. He rebuilt the historic Nibelungen Bridge over the Danube River and he
created the Hermann Göring Werke, a giant factory dedicated to the manufacture of iron and
steel for the military. Of course, the economy of Linz improved and Hitler was welcomed.At the
same time as they improved the economy, the Nazis completely purged the government, police
and courts of anyone who was not sympathetic to their philosophy. According to one source, “It
became patriotic to denounce neighbours who made incautious remarks or lacked the proper
enthusiasm for the Fuhrer…. The atmosphere of vigilantism and suspicion also spread to the
schools, where students were sometimes encouraged by fanatical Nazis to spy on their own
parents.”2In September 1938, Hans went to elementary school, located only 150 metres away,
around the corner from his home. Next to the school was St. Dionysius Church, where he was
soon an altar boy. Tall, white and stately, the church had an interior that was elaborate and
ornate, and the services were heavy with ritual and incense. No doubt Hans was impressed, and
for more than a decade the Catholic Church would have a profound influence on his life and
thought.On September 1, 1939, Hitler’s tanks roared into Poland and the Second World War
began. Britain, in turn, declared war on Germany, and a colossal fight to the finish was set in
motion. The first few years of the war had little effect on Hans’s life. Living in a small,
circumscribed world, he went to school, served as an altar boy, played in the fields and swam in
the local Traun River. And he discovered skiing! “I got my first pair of skis at age nine and also
broke my leg for the first time. This didn’t stop me, though, from becoming a real terror on the
local ski slopes. For us there was only one way to go down a hill—straight! There was no point in
turning unless you had to…. With old work boots tied to a pair of slats with leather straps, with
pants made out of woollen blankets flopping in the wind and with a heavy overcoat we tore up
and down those hills with an unbound enthusiasm.”One of the first consequences of the war was
an elaborate food rationing system whereby food coupons became a necessity of life.
Eventually, shoes, textiles, fuel and other goods were also subject to rationing. Life in a war-
oriented economy also had other unpleasant effects: prices and taxes rose while wages
remained static; workers were forcibly removed from their hometowns; the workweek was raised
to 60 hours and it became impossible to change jobs without a permit. The social rights that had
been so patiently won over the years gradually disappeared.In 1942, Hans was sent for four
weeks to Bad Reichenhall in Bavaria, not far from Salzburg, for some good food, fresh air and
exercise. Years later, he recalled, “This was the most glorious time for me. We went on hikes to
easy peaks and played in the woods.” Another brother, Karl, was born in 1942, but he lived only
a short while, dying in 1944. At about this time, Hans played hooky from school for several days,
the authorities thinking that he was sick at home. Hans swam in the Traun River and lay,
daydreaming, on the grass. Eventually, his teacher contacted Rosa, enquiring about Hans’s



health, and his ruse was discovered. Franz Dopf, a childhood friend of Hans, remembers Hans’s
male teacher “pinning him against the wall and giving him a dressing-down in front of the whole
class.”During 1940 – 1942, most families still led relatively normal lives. The war was far away,
casualties were few, and news was not readily available. On weekends, the trains were crowded.
Trips to the countryside offered a pleasant outing, as well as an opportunity to purchase food
from the farmers. Most people still thought that the Nazis would win the war.In November 1942,
Rommel’s Afrika Korps was defeated at El Alamein and the German Sixth Army was encircled by
the Russians between the Volga and Don rivers. Casualties began to mount and confidence in a
German victory began to wane. But it was the battle of Stalingrad that changed the face of the
war. In February 1943, the last remnants of 22 German divisions surrendered to the Russians
and public support in Austria for the Nazis was lost. “Daily life became more strenuous. Food
rations were decreased and many small enterprises had to close because of a lack of raw
materials. Church bells were confiscated as metal became scarce.”3Until this time, Austria had
been out of the range of the Allied bombers, but on August 13, 1944, “In all of Lower Austria the
wailing of sirens announced the arrival of a new enemy from the skies, the US Air Force. In
Vienna only a distant grumbling was heard, but 33 miles to the south 187 tons of bombs fell on
the industrial town of Wiener Neustadt, home of a large aircraft factory. When the bombers left,
the plant was in a shambles, about 200 persons lay dead in the ruins, and a full passenger train
was ablaze at the railway station. The air war had finally reached Austria.”4British, American and
Canadian troops had invaded the Italian mainland in September 1943, and by December there
were about 35,000 US Air Force personnel stationed in the country. Linz now became an
important target—particularly the Hermann Göring Werke. During 1944 and 1945 there were 22
bombing raids on Linz, resulting in large-scale destruction and many casualties.Through all of
this, Erasmus was away from home, conscripted into the German army, and Rosa raised her
boys alone with a stern moral authority. She is reported to have got herself in trouble with the
authorities for smuggling food to starving Gypsies working as slave labour. When the head of the
local Hitler Youth requested she send Hans to their gatherings, she reportedly refused. These
acts were small but dangerous at a time when those who offered resistance to the Nazis risked
being sent to the Mauthausen concentration camp, located just 20 kilometres east of Linz. And
there were spies everywhere.By 1945, Hans “had to report for various duties like building tank
barricades and filling in bomb craters.” In the final few months of the war, Hans and Walter were
sent to relative safety with their grandfather, Karl Hintringer, in Gaspoltshofen, 60 kilometres
west of Linz. Hintringer worked as a stockman, dealing in livestock for butchers, so he had
access to additional food.In the spring of 1945, the American bombers operated with little
resistance almost every day over Austria. The food supply had even further deteriorated and
people began to trade their possessions for anything edible. Sixteen-year-old boys and old men
were drafted into the German army. During these months, Vienna filled with deserting soldiers
and thousands of refugees fleeing the advancing Russians, now in Hungary. In only a few
months, Vienna suffered 51 air raids that destroyed many historic monuments. Through it all



there was a deceptive mood of normalcy. Often there were weekend soccer matches and
evening concerts. The Germans, however, sent four SS divisions to Vienna for a last-ditch
defense.On March 20, 1945, the Red Army crossed the Austro-Hungarian border and, after
three weeks of fighting, reached Vienna. For about ten days in early April, a fierce battle between
the Russians and the German SS raged in the streets. The city was chaotic with lootings and
rape, and many old accounts were settled. The electricity was not functioning, there was no coal
for heating, and there was no fire department to deal with the many fires. Thousands of starving
refugees filled the streets. To the west, near Linz, things were quieter, but there were hundreds
of deserting German soldiers fleeing the Russians. Years later, Hans would tell the story of being
sent out one morning to forage for food and seeing the bodies of several deserters hanging in
the trees.While the Russians were entering Austria from the east, the British were advancing
from the south through Carinthia and the Americans were coming from the southwest through
Tyrol. Encountering little resistance, the Americans turned east and advanced towards the
approaching Russians, entering Linz on May 5. Three days later, the two armies met at the Enns
River, 20 kilometres east of Linz.When the American troops entered Linz, the feeling amongst
the citizens was relief that the fighting was finished and thankfulness that they had survived. But
the hardship was far from over. In the surrounding countryside, bands of marauders attacked
villages and pillaged lonely farms. In the cities, a great many crimes were committed.It is
remarkable, however, that the Austrian love of music survived through all of this. On April 27, in
Vienna, despite the streets being full of rubble and many corpses, the Vienna Philharmonic gave
its first postwar concert. Five days later, on May 1, the State Opera performed Mozart’s The
Marriage of Figaro. “Amidst political uncertainty, material destruction and deprivation,” observed
historian Richard Hiscocks, “actors and musicians gave their best with strong official
encouragement, and people left their damaged homes and empty larders to enjoy the good
things that life still had to offer.”5The Long OccupationAfter seven years under Hitler and the
Third Reich, Austria endured another ten years of occupation by foreign troops. The country was
divided into four zones—Russian, American, British and French. This made the job of rebuilding
the country much more difficult, as the Russians were continually obstructive and relations
between the Soviets and the Western Allies steadily declined. This was a further humiliation for
the Austrian people, whose self-confidence was at an all-time low. Not particularly proud of their
war record, they wanted to forget their involvement with Hitler’s great tragedy and move
on.Although Austria was ultimately under the control of what was called the Allied Commission,
it had a democratically elected federal government of its own that was responsible for the day-to-
day running of the country. The first elections were held on November 25, 1945, and there was a
93 per cent turnout. Leopold Figl, a leading resistance figure during the war, was elected
chancellor. At Christmas, he spoke to the Austrian people: “For your Christmas tree, if you even
have one, I can give you no candles, no crust of bread, no coal for heating, and no glass for your
windows. We have nothing. I can only beg of you one thing; believe in this Austria of ours.”6The
economy of Europe was in ruins, and soon most Austrians were starving. According to historian



Gordon Brook-Shepard, “At its worst the official food ration in Vienna was a bare 600 calories a
day, less than many a concentration camp level. Thanks mainly to emergency deliveries of flour
and other supplies from American army reserves, it rose during the winter of 1945–46, to a more
sustaining 1550 calories a day, only to be cut back again in the spring to 1200.”7 Hard winters in
1946 and 1947 exacerbated the suffering. Hans remembered years later, “We were always
hungry, but it didn’t bother me. That’s just the way things were.”Traun was in the American zone
of occupied Austria, and a number of troops were stationed nearby. According to both Walter
Hintringer and Franz Dopf, the Americans treated them well. Walter remembers the thrill of
seeing black men in uniform. Franz remembers seeing US soldiers on guard duty, sitting back
with their feet up on the table. Recalling the discipline of the German soldiers, he wondered how
they had lost the war.Slowly, the country began to function again as the radio stations, cinemas,
courts, trains and postal system resumed operation. Everyone did what he or she could to
survive. Hans showed his innate survival skills in the harsh grey world and soon became a
wheeler-dealer on the street. Years later, he would recall, “I was quite a black marketeer. I dealt
in cigarettes and anything I could get my hands on. I think I could have become a first rate
gangster.” He made friends with several American soldiers who would leave a little food in their
mess kits for him to eat, and in return he would wash the kits for them. He would collect washing
and sewing from the US soldiers to bring home for his mother. Cigarettes were like gold, and the
soldiers would play games with the kids as to where they would flick their smoking butts. Hans
was, no doubt, a little quicker than most.For fun the boys would swim in the ruins of the Traun
River Bridge, which the retreating Germans had blown up, hoping to hinder the advance of the
American troops. The giant blocks of stone and cement with protruding jagged steel reinforcing
bars made an exciting and dangerous play spot for the ragged street kids.The defining event in
Hans Gmoser’s life came in early 1947. Konrad Dorfner, a young priest at St. Dionysus Church,
noticed these boys playing in the streets and joined in, making friends with them. From January
2 to 7, he organized a ski trip for 20 of the boys to the Lambacher hut, located high above Bad
Goisern at the west end of the Totes Gebirge, a mountain range south of Traun.Food for the trip
was a problem, but Dorfner had a solution. He had relatives living on farms in the area called
Mühlviertel, on the north side of the Danube in the Russian zone. He arranged that the food
would be gathered at a church in Linz in the Russian zone of the divided city; then, on a rainy
Sunday, the boys walked across the Nibelungen Bridge from the American side to the Russian
side, filled the pockets of their bulky coats with potatoes, carrots, onions, bread and meat, and
walked back across the bridge under the unsuspecting gaze of the Russian guards. After several
trips, the food was across and the boys were on their way to the mountains.From where we got
off the train it was to take three hours to the hut. After three hours one other boy and myself
weren’t even half way and nobody of the group was in sight. Finding the packs too heavy, we put
them on our skis, which we dragged behind us. It was a steep trail and every once in a while a
big sled laden with heavy logs would come roaring around a corner and we had to jump quickly
up on the bank not to get run over. Every time we saw a farmer or a logger, we’d ask how far it



was to the hut. The answer was “not far” and after looking at us for a few moments they would
add, “but long”.When we reached the end of the logging trail the snow became very deep. Still
trying to walk we got stuck in the snow. We had to put our skis on, shoulder the pack and start
side stepping up a steep slope. There were few in our group who had climbing skins. This was
just hopeless. We had to make our skis stick if we wanted to reach the hut before nightfall. If we
could somehow ice the skis up. But there was no water anywhere and spitting on them didn’t do
much either. There was only one other solution! After some embarrassing moments, we said,
“So what.”Suddenly climbing was a cinch. We even passed a few other stragglers and three
hours later reached the hut. The tiredness was immediately forgotten and I was thoroughly
enchanted by my first experience of “Huettenzauber”, literally translated as “hutmagic”.Now 20
of us were in this small two room hut. Our only material wealth was a crate full of food. We were
all little devils, potential troublemakers. But somehow the remoteness of this place, the wintry
mountain night outside, the coziness of this hut, had put a shine in our eyes and a strange
feeling inside us. Even when you tripped the other guy, so he fell flat on his face with a bowl of
hot soup, you didn’t do it with the same feeling of sadism as usual, in fact, you almost felt sorry
about it. We sang, listened to the stories of the older boys who had been in mountain huts before
and knew that something had penetrated our already hard and cynical shells.Dorfner had
opened the door to the mountains for Hans, and his life would never be the same. Hans started a
journal, or Tourenbuch, after that trip. On the front page he wrote: “In Todesgefahr, bitte einen
kath. Priester verstandigen!” (“When in a life-threatening situation, please call a Catholic
Priest!”)Soon Hans was thinking of how he might get into the hills again. At Easter that same
year, he and friend Karl Baumann made Palm branches, small traditional “bouquets” of pussy
willow that are hung on the wall in the home, and sold them in front of the church to raise enough
money to buy a train ticket to Spital am Pyhrn. From there they made their way to the Gowialm
hut, where Hans tried unsuccessfully to ascend the Phyrgas on skis.On July 19, 1947, Hans
graduated at age 15 from grade 8. Owing to the disruption of the war, school had ceased to exist
at Christmas 1944, and consequently Hans and his classmates were forced to repeat one year.
According to a friend, Hans was one of the few boys who could speak a little English at
graduation, a skill that served him well in those years of the American occupation. His report
card credits him with the highest grade, sehr gut (very good), for behaviour (Betragen), and a
very credible gut (good) for Fleiss (diligence or ambition). His best subjects were religion,
history, geography, mathematics and crafts, where he received sehr gut. He also did well in
German language, writing, singing and gymnastics, receiving gut. His poorest subjects, where
he only received befriedigend (satisfactory), were natural history, biology and English.That
summer, Hans was back in the mountains once again with the priest Dorfner and his group of
unruly boys. This time the goal was the Dachstein, a beautiful, glaciated, limestone peak located
about 50 kilometres southeast of Salzburg. After a steep, 1400-metre hike from Hallstatt to the
Wiesberghaus, where they spent the night, they continued another 300 metres up to the Simony
hut, then set off across the Hallstatter Glacier towards the peak. On a rope for the first time, the



boys puffed higher and higher along the path in the snow. By the time they reached the
Dachsteinwarte viewpoint on the east ridge, some of the boys were having second thoughts. But
Hans and three other adventurous lads were keen on the summit and continued up broken
chimneys and across exposed ledges to the top. Although there were a few steel posts and
cables anchored to the rock, most of the way would have been unprotected climbing and the
consequences of a slip would have been fatal. At the summit cross, the view was obscured by
clouds, so after a brief halt, the boys descended to their companions waiting below.By then the
group that had stayed behind had decided that they, too, could climb to the top and would
afterwards descend the west ridge on the far side of the mountain to the Gosau Glacier.
Meanwhile, Hans’s group descended a distance down the Hallstatter Glacier, then climbed to
the Steinerscharte, a notch on the north ridge of the mountain. With the aid of some cables and
ladders, they descended to the Gosau Glacier and from there continued down to the Adamek
hut, where they were reunited with the other group.The next morning, in the sunshine, Hans
stripped and dove into a frigid glacial lake before setting off on the long march back to the road.
After two days of hiking, with an overnight at the Theodor Korner hut, they reached the town of
Gosau. Hans wrote in his Tourenbuch: “In Gosau the hostess took pity on me and I got a meal
without food stamps.”In the middle of August, Hans and unknown companions visited, for the
first time, the Prielschutzhaus, a hut at the northeast end of the Totes Gebirge. These mountains
are the closest ones to Traun, and over the next few years they would become a favourite
destination where he would make some of his best climbs. On this occasion he was
unsuccessful in ascending even the easy route on the west side of the major summit, the
Spitzmauer. Undoubtedly, he admired the steep ribs, walls and gullies of the north face, which
must have seemed unclimbable.In September, Hans began a three-year apprenticeship as an
electrician. The Hermann Göring Werke, in nearby Linz, had been converted after the war to the
manufacture of more peaceful iron and steel products and had been renamed Vereinigte
Österreichische Eisen u. Stahlwerke (VÖEST), or the United Austrian Iron and Steelworks. It was
here that Hans would spend the next four years, working with thousands of other men in the
smoke and dust of the giant steel plant. It was not the most pleasant experience of his life. Years
later, Hans would comment, “I was quite disappointed that I could not go to school. I would have
liked to go to school but my parents couldn’t afford it. While I was an apprentice I felt unhappy. I
thought I was in a long tunnel with no way out.”There were no excursions to the mountains that
winter. Hans was just too busy with work and courses, learning his trade. He also made an
attempt to further his education by taking night classes, but after working a nine-and-a-half-hour
day in the steel plant, he found that three or four hours of evening classes were too much. Some
weekends, however, with his young brother Walter, he would take the train to Linz and ski on the
slopes of the Postlingberg, a low mountain across the river in the Russian sector of the city. From
the old baroque church on the summit, sitting in the sunshine, he would look across the city at
the fuming smokestacks of VÖEST and beyond to the snow-covered peaks on the horizon and
dream of adventure.Hans made only one mountain excursion during the summer of 1948, but



from the entries in his Tourenbuch it appears that it was very special for him. From July 19 to 23,
he walked alone across the Totes Gebirge, admiring the beauty of the world and thinking about
his place in the grand scheme of things.Starting from Steyrling, he hiked beside the rushing
stream to a high wooded pass, then descended to the Almtalerhaus, a delightful, two-storey log
hut tucked away in the trees. The next morning, in the mist, he strolled, enchanted, through a
beautiful forest. He wrote: “A hike through the Almtal is an invaluable gift from God. The
marvellous forest is a true cathedral of God. Everything is specifically done to connect mankind
with God.”8 Hans’s religious feelings were very strong at this time, and heavily influenced by the
charismatic priest Dorfner, he had aspirations to become a priest himself.Climbing steeply for
1000 metres to the Welser hut, he surprised a family of chamois. “I was completely absorbed
with my thoughts when suddenly I heard a whistling behind me and heard rocks falling. I turned
and saw on the scree slope five chamois: a real family with three young ones. They jumped at
breakneck speed down the slope and not far behind them came two more chamois. I followed
their trail until they disappeared from view then I continued on my way. Hardly had I taken a few
steps when a marvellous chamois stood on a boulder. I stopped in a trance. The big ram jumped
from boulder to boulder then disappeared down the canyon.”After a night at the hut, he set off in
the morning across the high, rocky plateau of the Totes Gebirge. Even at this late date there was
still plenty of snow to provide a contrast with the jagged limestone spires. “The day was a gift
from God; not one cloud in the sky and the mountains framed by dark azure blue.” After hours of
tramping across snowfields and rock slabs, where wildflowers lay scattered in grassy patches,
he arrived at the Pühringer hut, exhausted. The lush surroundings of the hut, which were hidden
in a little valley, beside a small lake, contrasted with the stark, grey, rocky peaks.On the third day,
under another cloudless sky, Hans traversed a “landscape interlaced with rocks, dwarf pine,
larch trees and last but not least wonderful alpine flora…. The trail leads through peaceful
pastures where innumerable springs seep down from the walls.” Arriving at the Appelhaus, he
wrote: “Up here, I am satisfied.”On his last day, Hans continued across meadows, the air full of
the sound of tinkling cowbells, then along a rugged high trail to the Loser hut, perched far above
the valley. Sitting on the terrace and admiring the view across to the Dachstein, he mused: “I feel
very close to God up here. Up here one can cleanse one’s soul. It is a true piece of paradise up
here. Above the Auseer area are high clouds and the Dachstein Glacier is glowing majestically.
Lucky is the person who can witness all of this.”In the spring and summer of 1948, the European
Recovery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan, went into operation. Over a period of four
years, the United States of America pumped 13 billion dollars’ worth of aid into the war-
damaged countries of Europe. It had a huge effect on their economies and was very important
politically, as people in many countries were turning out of desperation to communism to
improve their lot. Austria received 468 million dollars—on a per capita basis, the most money of
any country. Millions of dollars were invested in VÖEST to increase the output of steel and sheet
metal from its six blast furnaces. The Marshall aid resulted in a marked acceleration in the rate of
Austrian recovery, put an end to the last days of food shortages and ended the black market.Life



in the small home in Traun remained simple but comfortable. In the evening, Hans and Walter
would practise playing the zither, a skill that would give both of them joy for many years. At times,
Erasmus, who also played the zither, would join in. Hans would read books borrowed from Mr.
Rumpold, who lived in the apartment downstairs, or listen to the radio. Although the living room
was warm and cheery, the sleeping quarters were cold in winter.On occasion, Hans and Franz
would attend the cinema in Linz. Most of the films were American, and Franz remembers that the
first one they saw after the war was Gold Rush with Charlie Chaplin. The pair also enjoyed
performances of Franz Lehár operettas from their seats in the upper balcony at the theatre. At
about this time, Hans developed a love for theatre, and for the next few years he would often
perform in amateur plays and operettas.During the winter of 1948–1949, Hans managed to get
out skiing only twice. In March, at the Wiesberghaus, after just a few hours on the slopes, he
broke his ski, something that would become a regular occurrence. With characteristic
resourcefulness, he fixed an old pair of skis with a few nails and descended the next day to the
valley.There was only one mountain trip for Hans in the summer of 1949, but once again it was a
very special adventure. Over a period of two weeks, in late July and early August, he and Franz
cycled from Traun to the Grossglockner (at 3798 metres, the highest mountain in Austria),
climbed the mountain, then cycled back to Traun, a distance of about 600 kilometres, all on the
heavy one-speed bicycles of the day.Franz and Hans had known each other for a long time.
They had grown up together on the streets of Traun, they were in the same grade at school and
Franz had also been on the Dorfner adventures to the Lambacher hut and the Dachstein. Franz,
too, was apprenticing, but as a cabinetmaker in a small shop in Traun. Now a close friendship
would develop between the two boys, a partnership of the rope common amongst climbers all
over the world.Franz was the perfect complement to Hans. Slight of build, with dark wavy hair
and gypsy eyes, he was soft-spoken and accommodating. Hans, on the other hand, had grown
tall and thin, with sharp, chiselled features. Even at the young age of 16, he was always in charge
and made the decisions. For a friend, Hans needed someone who would not argue too much
and would acquiesce to his more dynamic personality. According to Franz, Hans’s mother liked
him because he was a “calming influence” on her son. She must not have realized that Franz
was just as reckless and that together the boys would share some wild escapades.The first day
of their Grossglockner adventure was almost the last when, a short distance from Traun, Franz
crashed his bicycle coming down a steep hill. Hans wrote that he “bandaged him up like
Lazarus,” although Franz remembers that it was a doctor in a nearby town who did the
bandaging. After the first night at the Feichtau hut, near Molln, they pedalled steeply up to Pyhrn
Pass, where they crawled into their tent under a starry sky. The following two days they covered
about 80 kilometres each day. Luckily, the road was not busy, for few people in Austria owned a
car in those days. From Pyhrn Pass they descended to Liezen, then continued along the Enns
valley to Radstadt, where they turned south, finally stopping for the night at Untertauern. The
next day, they crossed two passes: the Radstädter Tauern to Mauterndorf, then, in brutal midday
heat, the 32 per cent grade of Katschberg Pass. From there it was downhill to the



Millstaettersee, where they camped on the edge of the lake and rested for two days, swimming
and eating. To supplement their rations, Franz milked a local goat (his mother kept a goat at
home in Traun, so he knew how to do this).After another 80-kilometre day ascending the Moell
Valley in extreme heat, they arrived thoroughly exhausted at the town of Heiligenblut. Here they
stayed in the youth hostel and in the evening admired the Grossglockner, towering 2500 metres
above them.Early the next morning, they were back on their bikes, pedalling 16 kilometres up
the Grossglockner road to the Franz Josef Hotel and viewpoint. Leaving their bikes and excess
baggage behind, they descended to the glacier, crossed to the northeast slopes of the
mountain, then slowly climbed the 1100 metres to the Erzherzog Johann hut, at the Adler’s
Ruhe. Once again exhausted after a big day, the boys sank into their blankets, while outside the
mountains glowed silver in moonlight.Their rest wasn’t long, however, and the next morning the
pair were on their way at sunrise. Hans later remembered, “We didn’t have any equipment. We
just walked up the glacier to the hut. In the hut we realized we had better get some equipment.
You could rent an ice axe and crampons. So we put on crampons for the first time, got an ice axe
and went to the top.”Feeling the effects of altitude and breathing deeply, they ascended snow
and ice slopes to the base of the summit pyramid. The granitic rock was rough and solid, and the
handholds square-cut and positive. For these young men, strong and confident and full of
anticipation, treading the edge of the abyss was exquisite pleasure. After about 150 metres, they
reached a subsidiary summit, the Kleinglockner, and gazed across at the true summit only a
short distance away. It would be necessary to descend into an airy notch, balance across a thin,
icy crest above a steep, snow couloir called the Palaviccinirinne, which swept into the depths,
then climb a further 50 metres of steep rock to the top. Hans recalled, “We were very proud of
ourselves because there were a number of people trying to climb the peak who didn’t want to
cross the gap at the top of the Palaviccinirinne, which is a scary place. But when you are that
young you have more confidence than you should, and we just went across.” In short order they
were at the summit cross. Hans wrote in his Tourenbuch: “Stunning was the view from the summit
—the 4000 m peaks of Switzerland, the sharp summits of the Dolomites and also our own
mountains of home.” Despite the intense sunlight, the air was cold and a cutting breeze swept
across the peak. They soon became chilled, so “With a great experience in our hearts we
started our descent.”Returning down the mountain to their bikes, the pair were not finished for
the day. They descended the Grossglockner road for a few kilometres, turned left and pedalled
uphill again to a high pass called Hochtor. Descending steep switchbacks on the other side, they
were surprised by a thunderstorm that forced them to stop for the night at the Hochmais
viewpoint. The next day, their tenth on the road, they continued the long descent to the valley.
Down they went, switchback after switchback, pressing back hard on their pedals to brake the
descent. At some point, Hans’s brakes failed and he was forced to walk slowly down the road. At
last the bottom was near and Hans, frustrated at his slow progress, hopped on his bike and just
let it go, hoping that he would have a long run-out at the bottom. Franz watched in horror as
Hans went faster and faster, straight towards the toll barrier across the road at the bottom of the



hill.9 Hans could do nothing but hang on and pray. At the last moment, the astonished woman in
the tollbooth raised her head, saw Hans rapidly approaching and, just in time, raised the barrier.
Hans raced past and continued far down the road until the angle relented and he could finally
stop. From then on, Hans braked by sticking his foot in the front fork of the bicycle.For three days
they rode, in the rain, at a more leisurely pace: over Pass Gschütt to Bad Goisern, then on to
Gmunden and Traun. Famished at the end of the trip, but out of money and almost out of food,
they were reduced to eating bread and pressed lard that had been sent by Franz’s Uncle Louis,
who lived in Edmonton, Canada. It had been a fabulous adventure and completely successful.
Now it was back to work at VÖEST—or, as Hans called it, “the grey grind of everyday life.”Hans
managed to get out skiing on several occasions during the winter of 1949–1950, but he was now
experiencing teenage growing pains. At Hutteneck in mid-February he enjoyed a very
gemütlich10 Saturday evening, filled with song and stories, likely joining in on the zither that he
often brought up to the mountain huts. On Sunday morning, however, he descended to the valley
to church. Like many teenage boys, he was torn between the desires of the flesh and the
attraction of the pure life. He wrote in his Tourenbuch: “Here at the hut is a splendid girl; I am
becoming whimsical,” then continued: “Nature is now really beautiful. The snow on the trees
looks marvellous. Pity that we have to go home soon.”That summer, Hans’s interest in girls was
further awakened. In early June he and several friends went tenting at Traunsee, a beautiful lake
on the edge of the mountains about 60 kilometres southwest of Traun. There they swam, played
Völkerball, sang songs around the fire and had a very gay time. Befriending a family by the name
of Holzinger, they erected tents in their yard in Gmunden. Hans was attracted to the Holzinger
daughters and wrote in his Tourenbuch: “For the Holzinger girls, including their mother, I have
great admiration—splendid people.” Back again at Traunsee a month later, Hans and his friends
again set up their tents in the Holzinger yard. Once more he was attracted to the Holzinger
daughters and wrote: “I can’t get Friedl off my mind. I am crazy about her. It is good that I am
here for the last time because I would be a too-bad chap for her.”At home in Traun, however,
Rosa maintained strict control of Hans and watched his development with trepidation. One night,
he came home after drinking too much and was severely beaten by his mother while Erasmus
sat back and let Rosa be the disciplinarian.On occasion, Hans visited his biological father’s
home in Freinberg, about 100 kilometres up the Danube River from Linz. Photos from the era
show an awkward Hans standing with Resch, his wife and their four children, one of whom
Resch had also named Hans. According to Annemarie, Hans Gmoser’s half-sister, discipline in
the Resch home was severe and no talking was allowed at dinnertime. It is unlikely that these
visits resulted in any bond forming between father and son.In the late summer of 1950, Hans’s
interest in the mountains seems to have taken a serious turn, and for a week, from July 31 to
August 6, he and Franz had a climbing adventure on the Dachstein. Having just purchased new
bikes, they “felt like lords” as they cruised along the road. On their way through Gmunden, they
stopped to pick up some climbing hardware from Mrs. Holzinger, who had promised them
equipment that had belonged to her son who had been killed during the war. They now had



some pitons and carabiners and a piton hammer.On August 2, the weather was beautiful. High
above the Simony hut, streams were flowing across the ice of the Dachstein Glacier and the
dark summits stood out against the azure sky. First, they climbed the Dachstein; then, needing
more, they climbed a subsidiary peak called the Dirndl. The weather broke the next morning as
they crossed the Steinerscharte to the Adamek hut, and it began to snow. “The going was
terrible. The fresh snow covered the blank ice. Painfully we had to get to the rock. Often we had
to stray off course because of the hard ice and we could barely kick steps with our shoes…. I
barely could feel my fingers.” On August 4, after a long and arduous hike in pouring rain, they
reached Hallstatt, mounted their bikes and pedalled to the Holzinger home in Gmunden, where
they “surrounded the stove with our rags.”On Sunday, August 13, Hans and Franz once again
returned to the Prielschutzhaus, this time with Walter Puchmayr and Karl Gossenreiter. Leaving
Traun at 5 a.m. on their bicycles, they rode 50 kilometres to Kirchdorf, where they stopped for
Mass. After the service, they continued another 20 kilometres, arriving at the trailhead near
Hinterstoder at noon, and only two hours later were 800 metres higher at the hut. Fit and strong,
these young men pushed themselves hard just to get to the mountains. Immediately, they set off
for the south ridge of the Grosser Priel, but they had trouble finding the route and when Walter
took a five-metre fall they decided to turn around.The next morning the weather was socked in
and the young men sat frustrated in the hut. Finally, Franz, Hans and Karl set off towards the
Spitzmauer. At the Klinserscharte, a pass below the peak, their paths diverged. Franz and Hans
scrambled in light rock shoes towards a route called the Gruberrinne on the north face, while
Karl, who carried his friends’ boots for the descent, headed for the summit via the easy west
face. The fog was thick and soon it began to rain, so the pair returned to the hut. Karl, however,
returned to the hut at 2 p.m., having reached the summit and deposited the boots. Hans wrote:
“At 2:45 pm it suddenly started to clear, the sun almost broke through and one could see a bit of
blue sky. Our decision was made and within a few minutes we were dressed, packed and off we
went to the Klinserscharte.” The hut custodian warned the boys that it was too late in the day to
climb the Spitzmauer, but the bit was in their teeth and they ignored him. On top of that, they had
to retrieve their boots.At the start of the route, “a youth worker’s prayer was said” and off they
went. Hans led and Franz carried the rucksack. “Swiftly we climbed, rope length after rope
length, exactly according to the guide book.” As the Gruberrinne was running with water, they
climbed to the right on the Dambergerweg, then higher up traversed back into the Gruberrinne.
High up, a difficult spot stopped Hans momentarily, but after several tries he made it. Two
pitches later, they took off the rope and in fading light soloed to the top. Standing on the summit,
“The whole world seemed to belong to us. We felt the closeness of heaven and also very
sheltered.”They put on their boots and began the descent via the west face, but in the dark they
stumbled on the loose rocks and were soon completely lost. Unable to see where they were
going, they could very easily wander over a cliff, so they returned to the summit and prepared for
their first bivouac. After putting on all their spare clothing, mitts and hats, they emptied the
rucksack and pulled it over their feet. At first it was quite comfortable sitting there under the stars



and they enjoyed their dramatic position, but after an hour they started to chill and after two
hours their teeth began chattering. It was going to be a long, unpleasant night. Franz
remembered looking enviously down to the valley at the lights of Hinterstoder and watching the
patrons leave the bar, get into their cars and drive away.Cold and stiff, they began their descent
at first light, arriving at the hut just before the rescue group set off to look for them. The hut
custodian was, of course, annoyed, but Hans was very pleased. Despite the unplanned bivouac,
he wrote in his Tourenbuch: “My first real climb. It went very well.”From then on, Hans was out
most weekends in the mountains and on weekday evenings he was often rock climbing on the
granite cliffs above the Danube River, just upstream from the Nibelungen Bridge in Linz.
Sometimes older members of his climbing community were there and would instruct him in
technique. At work, he would put in two weeks straight (shift work), then have a long, three- or
four-day weekend. He had finished his apprenticeship, his pay had improved and he had a little
more freedom. However, there was trouble brewing at his workplace.Last Climbs in
AustriaAustria was locked in an emerging Cold War between Russia and the Western
democracies. The Russians were attempting to increase their control of the country, and in
September of 1950, through their influence in the Austrian Communist Party, they tried to
provoke a general strike. Linz was one of the worst trouble centres. On September 26, the
workers at VÖEST went on strike and 15,000 men gathered in the Hauptplatz with their
demands. Hans was likely caught up in all of this. It is unknown what effect this had on Hans’s
politics, but the future of Austria was obviously uncertain: the occupation had gone on for five
years and perhaps would last indefinitely (the occupation finally ended in 1955). For a young
man, it was hard to plan for the future, and Hans started looking about for opportunities around
the world.Meanwhile, Hans continued to ski hard and earned quite a reputation. One of his
friends later remembered, “Hans was a crazy skier; he just went straight down.” On January 27–
28, Hans and Franz competed in the Upper Austrian Diocese Ski Race on the Feuerkogl, a ski
resort near Ebensee. For the third time, Hans broke a ski, this time after only five minutes on the
slope. Franz and Hans nailed it together so that Hans could compete in the downhill race.
Unfamiliar with the course, Hans had to wait for the next racer to pass him, then followed him
down the hill, finishing in 11th place.That winter, Hans and his new girlfriend Gretl Hackl went to
the Linzerhaus with Franz and Karl Klambauer. Gretl was not used to mountain skiing, so most
of the time she waited in the hut while the three men went skiing. On the last day, the men had a
superb run down the Loigistal, in a metre of fresh snow. The sun shone through and a few
shreds of cloud chased over the summits. Hans wrote: “Very close to each other we went down
and often we passed other skiers. The closer we got to the valley the braver we became. We
schussed down wooded slopes, then as the crown of creation, made a neck-breaking dive
through the Kannonenrohr [Cannon Barrel], and finally we drifted down into the valley. It was
heavenly.” There is no mention of how Gretl got back down to the valley.On another occasion,
Hans went to the Prielschutzhaus with Franz and Karl Klambauer. Much of the time they
practised on a slalom course they had prepared on a slope near the hut, but they also managed



to ascend two peaks, the Spitzmauer and Brotfall. They gave themselves a good scare on
Brotfall, where they found themselves on steep avalanche terrain, and at the end of the week,
Hans wrote in his Tourenbuch: “It was a wonderful week which will bring back many memories
and which in certain regards made me smarter and more cautious. Maybe I found my way back
to God a bit.”In fact, Hans was gradually losing his Christian feelings, replacing them with a
romantic view of nature’s magnificence as an alternative to the evils of the modern industrial
world. And he was learning to express this love and respect for nature in his writings. The
previous summer, camped in the valley below the Spitzmauer, he had written in his journal: “The
summits of the Totes Gebirge surround us and from everywhere water descends to the valley.
The meadows are a splendour of gentians and other flowers. As I sit alone on the watch, the fire
flares unsteadily up and down and the roar of the waterfall fills my ears. My God, how wonderful
is your world. Fear takes hold of me, but when I look at the heavens, I find peace again.”That
winter, Hans made the decision to go to Canada. The oft-told story, according to Hans, goes as
follows: “One day in February, 1951, I met Leo [Grillmair] in the main square of our home city of
Linz in Austria. After exchanging hellos, Leo announced proudly that he was going to Canada.
Leo motioned across the square and said, ‘You can sign up at that travel agency.’ Within two
minutes we were there and I also filled out an application to immigrate to Canada. At that time
the government loaned you, without interest, 90% of the cost of a one-way ticket. When the
travel consultant asked where in Canada we wanted to go, we said, ‘Wherever there is lots of
skiing.’ He told us that Toronto would be the right place for us!”11Leo has a completely different
story of how it all came about. According to him, he was working for the Klein Plumbing
Company in Linz and was about to be laid off due to lack of work. His boss suggested that he
sign up to go to Canada and even made a phone call to the travel agency on Leo’s behalf. Leo
borrowed his boss’s bicycle, cycled over to the Hauptplatz and filled out an application to go to
Canada. That evening in Traun, he was on his way to the Gasthof for an evening drink when he
ran into Hans and told him that he had signed up to go to Canada. “Why don’t you come along,”
he said to Hans. Hans replied that he wanted to talk to his mother first before making a decision.
About four days later, he came by Leo’s house and announced that he had decided to go to
Canada and was going to sign up. According to Leo, Hans’s version was just a story made up for
the media.Hans and Leo had grown up together on the streets of Traun, but they were not close
friends. Leo was two years older than Hans and was a member of a different climbing club, the
Naturfreunde, which was associated with the Socialists, whereas Hans was a member of the
Österreichischer Alpenverrein, which was associated with the Catholic Church. Although aware
of each other, they had never actually climbed or skied together.Hans’s mother was very
unhappy with his decision. According to Hans, “I had a good job with a big company. That’s
where you spend the rest of your life and to suggest anything else was sacrilege.” Hans thought
he would go to Canada, earn some money, continue to perfect his climbing skills, then return to
Austria and take the mountain guide exam.From a climbing point of view, Hans’s last summer in
Austria was his best. Teaming up primarily with Franz, he graduated from routes of modest



difficulty to some serious rock climbs, edging into what is called the Sixth Grade. However, his
first climb of the summer, on May 26, proved to be somewhat of an embarrassment. Years later,
he told the story:The first time I used a carabiner I made a real ass of myself. Franz and I were
climbing a route on the south ridge of the Grosser Priel. There are several towers on this ridge
and at the first tower there was a little traverse and there were two pitons in it…. At that point I
thought you just used a piton like a handhold. So I put my finger through this piton and tried to
swing out onto the slab. I didn’t like that at all. I backed off and scratched my head. Then I
clipped a carabiner into the piton and put my hand in the carabiner, which was a little better. But
still it didn’t feel all that hot to me. Looking over everything I had, I thought if I clip my rope into
this carabiner it’s going to go really slick. I did it and went across without any problem. I thought I
had made a real discovery. We finished the climb and when I got back to the hut I couldn’t wait to
tell everybody what I had discovered. The guys just killed themselves laughing. I made a
horrendous ass of myself.The next day, the pair hoped to climb the south ridge of Brotfall, but as
Hans wrote in his Tourenbuch: “At the start of the climb I was in such a bad mood that I felt like
turning around. And I did after the first tower, as I could not do otherwise.” No doubt Hans’s
sensitive young pride had been seriously damaged the previous day.In mid-June, Hans, Franz
and Karl Mitterlehner were back on the north face of the Spitzmauer. Following a series of cracks
up the north face, Hans in the lead, they reached the northeast ridge, where they were surprised
by a thunderstorm. Soaked and shivering, they decided to continue; but again the black skies
opened, and large chunks of hail beat against their heads and shoulders. Despite fingers numb
with cold and feet that slipped on the wet rock, they kept climbing, determined to succeed. The
sun shone through briefly while they sat on the summit, but then it rained again on the descent.
Back at the hut after nine hours on the move, “We did not have a dry thread on our bodies, but
we had made it.”Returning to the Prielschutzhaus on July 8, Hans and Franz made the best
climb of their careers to date. To this point they had been climbing routes graded II, III and IV,12
but on this day they upped the ante, climbing the spectacular north pillar of the Spitzmauer,
graded VI at the time.13On their way at 4:15 a.m., they hiked to the Klinserscharte and
scrambled up to the base of the cliff. “I distinctly remember the closer we got the more and more
scared I got.” After ascending the Steyrweg north face route for a short distance, they traversed
right to the start of the north pillar, where “It looks rather forbidding, you see the underbellies of
all those yellow overhangs. We sat on a ledge and Franz looked one way and I looked the other.
We didn’t say a word for an hour. Finally Franz said to me ‘Well if you want to get up there you
had better get going.’ And I said to Franz ‘If we are still alive tonight we’ll never go climbing
again.’”The first two pitches were the hardest. With feet scrabbling on small holds and fingers
and forearms aching with fatigue, Hans led the steep wall. The intensity of the action did not
allow him to become frightened, and with brute strength and aggression rather than technique
he willed himself up. Reaching easier ground, he tied himself to a piton and belayed Franz
up.The middle section of the route was nowhere near as difficult, but it was very exposed and
there were few pitons in place. Franz and Hans were moving slowly when two climbers



approached from below, talking, laughing and climbing fast. Soon they were up close and one of
them suggested that Hans and Franz should move over and let them pass. Hans was a little
annoyed and just kept climbing. So he was surprised when the pair moved out to the side and
raced by them, climbing with great skill and technique.Hans led the last two difficult pitches up a
steep corner. Sometimes hanging from the crack by jammed fists and sometimes bridged, legs
spread wide apart over the abyss, he worked out the puzzle, and just before 5 p.m. they reached
the top of the climb. Exhausted and with bloody hands, they were elated. Hans wrote in his
journal: “This was our finest tour so far.” Years later, however, he would admit, “We made a
terrible job of the climb. We massacred it.”When they returned to the hut, they learned who the
two other climbers had been. One was Erich Waschak; and the other, Leo Forstenlechner. The
pair had just the previous summer made the fourth ascent of the notorious Eiger north face, the
most feared mountain wall in all of Europe. Hans and Franz were not put off, however, for they,
too, had climbed a good route and were now sixth-grade climbers.In mid-August Hans and
Franz journeyed to the Wilder Kaiser, northeast of Innsbruck, for a climbing holiday. After an all-
night train journey, they set off up the Kaiser Valley while birds sang in the forest and the mist
lifted, slowly revealing the jagged limestone peaks. At the Stripsenjochhaus, where they planned
to base themselves, the view was breathtaking and they must have felt an intense mixture of fear
and anticipation.First, they climbed the north face of the Totenkirchl, and this time Franz led. “It
was quite extreme. It took us two hours for the first two pitches. After seven hours of exceedingly
difficult climbing we stood on the first terrace and now kept going up the Heroldsweg. After a
total of 11 hours we reached the summit.” Back at the hut, they had a greater respect for these
Wilder Kaiser climbs and noted that they seemed to be harder for their grades than those in the
Totes Gebirge.Two days later, they climbed the east face of the Fleischbank. While they were
searching for the start of the route, another pair of climbers arrived, so the two groups joined
forces for what would prove to be Hans’s hardest lead to date. After climbing a pleasant crack
and overhang, Hans was forced to make a 15-metre tension traverse to the left, something he
had never done before. As the others shouted instructions, Hans struggled on the exposed wall,
leaning back on the rope while his feet searched for minute holds. A second tension traverse
higher up proved easier, then the climbing progressed over beautiful rock. Two overhangs in the
exit cracks were difficult, but soon easy ground led to the summit. Descending the Heerweg,
they made it back to the Stripsenjoch “very proud of the tour.”At the end of August, Hans went to
Salzburg, where he passed his physical exam for Health and Wellness Canada and a Canadian
visa was stamped in his passport. During the interview, the visa officer asked him why he wanted
to go to Toronto, and Hans said for the skiing. The visa officer replied that the Canadian
government wanted immigrants to go to western Canada, as plenty were signed up for Toronto.
He suggested Hans go to Winnipeg. “By that time I knew enough about Canada and said no, I
don’t want to go to Winnipeg. I said I would like to go where there are mountains. So he said go
to Edmonton and I said are there any mountains in Edmonton. And he said yes, it’s right in the
mountains.” So Hans signed up for Edmonton, and when he came out and saw Leo in the



hallway, waiting for his interview, he said to Leo, “Sign up for Edmonton.”In the short, cool days of
September, Hans and four companions returned to the Prielschutzhaus. As usual, they rode
their bikes from Traun, arrived at Hinterstoder after midnight, then in the small hours of the
morning hiked up the trail to the Prielschutzhaus, arriving at 3:45 a.m. After only a few hours of
sleep, they set off to climb the Temelberg north face. Hans had a pair of running shoes to which
he had glued a special rope sole designed for rock climbing. The glue did not hold tight, and
years later Franz recalled, “He was standing there and slowly he was creeping down, but the
shoes were not moving.” A handhold broke on a traverse and Hans took a hurtling fall over an
overhang. Slamming into the end of the hemp rope, he was lucky not to be hurt, although with
the rope tied around his chest, as it was in those days, he must have been winded. Climbing
back up, this time he “went over the traverse in superior style,” and the rest of the way was a
“gorgeous airy climb to the summit.”Two days later, the group climbed the north pillar of the
Spitzmauer. For Hans and Franz, it was the second time and they completed the route in only
four and a half hours, a great improvement over the slow pace of their earlier ascent. An
aggressive climber, Hans took another leader fall onto the rope. Years later, Franz described
Hans’s climbing style as “daring. He was not afraid to try something difficult even though he
didn’t know how to do it.”Late in the month, with Franz, Karl Klambauer and Karl Mitterlehner, his
favourite companions, Hans climbed the Traunkirchnerkogl north pillar, above Traunsee, near
Gmunden. In an article entitled “VI Grade Climbing,” in the 1956 Canadian Alpine Journal (CAJ),
Hans described the climb:It was still pretty chilly as we walked along the lakeshore; a light fog
kept the peaks above us hidden. Turning off the road we followed a path through the forest for a
while and then found ourselves above the mist. Right in front of us rose a steep and forbidding
buttress which was our goal. Looking past it, we saw all the “Goiserer Berge” and the “Dachstein
Massive” with its glaciers. We didn’t look too long. We were nervous, maybe a little bit scared,
but there was also an eagerness in us to get there and to begin the game on the rocks.A short
scramble over some grassy ledges brought us right to the beginning of the climb. The sun was
still in the fog and the surroundings looked very unfriendly just then. Our eagerness seemed to
have reached a record low and our gang of four was as quiet as if we were in a church. Karl K.
was my companion, and Franz was with Karl M. Above us there was overhanging rock, so
smooth that there wasn’t even a crack for a piton. With one foot we were standing on a 50
degree slab and the other foot we had in a horizontal crack between the wall and the slab. After
about eight feet the slab broke off and below it we saw nothing but fog. We took as much time as
possible to prepare for the climb. Then we were ready, still too soon to have overcome our
nervousness. As I was first out on the slab, I was supposed to be first over the overhang. In a
crack too small for me, but too big for pitons, I inched myself upwards. Every now and then I
looked down to see my three pals, one foot in the crack and one foot on the slab, just as if they
were keeping the overhang from falling completely. There wasn’t much to hang on to, and my
feet had to be satisfied with the poorest of friction holds. Finally I found a little nose, just big
enough to hang a stirrup on. (How far this was against the “rules”, I don’t know.) This was a lot of



help. But my knees were trembling so much that I was afraid it might shake the stirrup off the
nose. My other foot, resting on a tiny knob, looked more like part of a sewing machine than a
human leg. I was now most of the way up on this first pitch, but things got worse the higher I
went. Then, almost at the goal, I was at the end of my wisdom, as well as at the end of my
strength. No more holds on this cold, grey bulge and the depth below me was pulling like mad on
my fingertips—and on my nerves too.It was high time for me to get down to the slab again. Karl
M. had the next try, while I had a chance to observe this manoeuvre from a comparatively safe
spot. But he didn’t get any further. After he was down again, our spirits were very low.
Nevertheless I decided to have another final try. Meanwhile, the sun had come out and even
patches of the lake below were visible. From up there it looked as if it was just one straight drop
down into the water. This time I made it. Don’t ask me how. At one point I had wedged myself
horizontally between two holds, and when I made a frantic dash upwards, I got a terrific hand-
hold which was the key to the whole affair.From then on the climbing was a little easier. A few
pitons which were already placed gave us a lot of comfort, even though we could look down to
the lakeshore between our feet. The satisfaction of having mastered the overhang, and the
beautiful weather, gave me terrific moral support, so I was able to get the next couple of rope-
lengths fast and clean behind me. As we were all four on the ropes for this first half of the climb, I
always had a long rest while the last two moved up. The trees seemed far below us and I could
already see a few houses of the town, which had been hidden behind a hump. It was peaceful
and quiet, and an occasional short rope command was the only sound. Soon I had reached a
little platform which was the end of the first and most difficult step on this buttress. A few patches
of grass and some alpenroses made me almost forget the difficulties of our climb. After I had
belayed Karl K. up, I stretched out on our little nose and literally let the sun shine on my stomach.
It was warm and wonderful. Deep blue sky above us and down below on the lake we could see
the little motorboat making its first trip over to the other side. Those gentle green hills over there
made a very soothing contrast to our immediate surroundings. Before long I was sound asleep,
and it wasn’t until I could hear church bells from the village that I woke again. Holy smoke! 12
o’clock already. Where are my friends? I looked around and saw them several feet below me,
trying to free the rope from a crack. They had been there for two hours, but now the rope came
loose and it was high time for us to proceed.We changed the lead and Franz went ahead. He
had to get across a three foot crack onto a vertical and smooth slab. He just let himself fall over,
got his rope and stirrup into a snaplink and there he was on the slab, like a fly on the
windowpane. He made his way along a hardly-visible diagonal crack to the right and soon
disappeared around the edge. Only by the rope could we follow his progress. After a few minutes
he told Karl M. to follow. I went right on Karl’s heels. The steepness and exposure was at its
utmost, but the rock was very firm and so were the pitons which led up to a tiny ledge on which
Franz was waiting for us. We called this little spot “Fliegenband” (Flyledge). Above it were two
respectable overhangs, while below it there was only space, except for the lake 2000 feet farther
down. Karl M. went up to the ledge and from there started to work on the first overhang. I took a



place beside Franz and snapped my safety loop into our piton. Above us, poor Karl M. found
himself confronted with quite a problem. Piton after piton went into the rock, and he sounded like
an old steam engine. When he was up on top, he could not pull the ropes in. They were crossed
so many times between the pitons that they just looked like a spider web. Now Franz had to
climb up there, depending completely on himself. He dug his fingers into the rock. He labored
from one piton to the other, finally having undone the whole “rope salad”. This was the end of the
major difficulties, and over much easier terrain we arrived on the big plateau just below the main
summit.
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Tom D, “Historically accurate and a wonderful tribute.. Great historical narrative about Hans. I
heli skied with him more than once in Canada. Never realized what an amazing climber and
expedition leader he was and how determined he was. My son was in the Bugaboos last week
(March 2020) and he said Leo Grillmair met the group in Spillamacheen. Leo’s wife, Lynn, was
also the amazing chef at the Bugaboo lodge for many years.  Great read.”

alexander sharif, “A quenessential read for anyone interested in the history of Canada's premier
Mtn Guide and father of heli skiing. This is a must read for anyone living on the Eastern slopes
who travels to the mountains and engages in mountain activity. Chis gives an insight in to the
making of Canada's chief Mtn guide, Hans Gmoser. He also writes lots about his best friend and
business partner Leo Grillmair who is still alive and kicking hard. Other legends are also
mentioned. I started it on a rainy weekend and could not put it down. On a side note, Chic is in
the process of digitizing Hans's 10 movies with archives borrowed from the Wyatt museum in
Banff. They will be treasures of the Rockies when they are available.”

George Harman, “Five Stars. Excellent condition, CD was still there and worked fine. Brings
back my own memories of climbs”

The book by Chic Scott has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 5 people have provided feedback.
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