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The tim ing was im peccable. On 18 April 2012 - 1 0 0  days 

before the o p en ing of the Olym pic Gam es -  the last 

stage of th e  "London 2012" countdow n began w ith  

a series of events in London's parks. Atthe sam e tim e 

in  N epal, a British  exped itio n  was m a k in g  ready to 

clim b Mount Everest from the South sid e. In doing so 

they planned to honour a promised made 88 years pre­

v iou sly by some illustrious predecessors and place an 

Olympic m edal on the highest m ountain in the world.

The follow ing m onth, a w eek after the Olympic Flame 

touched down on British soil at RNAS Culdrose in Cornwall 

on a chartered B ritish  Airw ays A irbus A319 of an the 

climbers completed their journey. Kenton Cool a 38 year 

old m ountaineer from Gloucestershire carried an 

Olympic gold medal to a height of 8848 metres.

It was the tenth tim e he had conquered the 

m ountain. This latest successful climb was 

announced and promoted as "The Olym­

pic Games Pledge".

The Briton Richard Robinson, a long­

tim e acquaintance of Kenton Cool, had, 

in search of a London 2012 project, h it 

on a d azzling idea based on the story of 

the 1922 British Mount Everest Expedition,

to w h ich  the In te rn atio n al Olym pic Com m ittee (IOC) 

had presented the “Prix Olym pique d'A lp inism e" two 

years after the expedition's failure. It was IOC President 

Pierre de Coubertin who handed over the prize on the 

fin al day of the "International W intersports Week" in 

Cham onix in 1924 and honoured the m o u n ta in ee rs’ 

achievem ent w ith a short speech.' In 1926 the events in 

Cham onix and the m edals awarded there were retro­

spectively recognised as the Ist Olympic Winter Games.

L ie u te n a n t-C o lo n e l Edward L. Strutt accepted the 

prize, an Olympic gold m edal, on behalf of the thirteen 

m ountaineers (twelve Britons and an Australian) who 

had taken part in the expedition. He had been deputy 

leader on Everest, but in the records published 

later on on ly h is boss, B rig a d ie r-G e n e ra l 

Charles G. Bruce, was m entioned. Bruce 

w as a lre a d y  on h is  w ay back to the 

Himalayas.

At f ir s t ,  C o u b e rt in  h ad  be en  a 

v eh em e n t o p pon en t of the W inter 

Gam es, but he was enthused by the 

"snow y prelude". Strutt in particular 

had im pressed h im , as revealed in his 

memoirs, not published until 1931:



There were a  n u m b er o f  m e m o rab le  m om ents, such  

as the ice hockey m atch between the teams o f  C anad a  

a n d  the U nite d  States. There w a s a lso  the m o v in g  

occasion  w hen, a t the fo o t o f  M ont B lanc, the m e d al 

f o r  m o u n tain eerin g  w as aw ard ed  to one o f  the le a d ­

ers o f  the f a m ous M ount Everest expedition, a co u ra­

g eo u s E n g lis h m a n  w ho, d efeated  bu t n ot d isco u r­

aged, wrote that he w o uld leave it next tim e a t the top 

o f the h ig he st su m m it in  the H im alayas. In  short, this 

f irst  w eek a u g u re d  w e ll fo r  the de stin y o f  the Winter 

Gam es, as fo r France's O lym pic o rg an isin g  ability.2

And here begins the story of a promise unredeemed.

How Mountaineering got 
into the Olympic Programme

At th e  fo u n d in g  O lym pic Congress at the Sorbonne 

a w o rkin g party was given the jo b  o f d ra w in g  up a 

lis t  of po ssible sports to be in clu d ed  in th e  Gam es. 

The "C o m m issio n  des Jeux O lym p iq u e s" , in clu d e d  

Coubertin, the first IOC President Dimitrios Vikelas and 

the American Professor W illiam  M. Sloane am ongst its 

m em bers. It presented its report on the fin a l day of 

the congress, 23 June 1894, and this work received u n ­

anim ous agreem ent. It contained, as well as the list of 

desirable sports, this note:

In  conn ectio n  w ith the O lym pic G am e s there sh o u ld  

a ls o  b e a  p r iz e  f o r  m o u n t a in e e r in g ,  so th at the  

greatest perform ance o f  the precedin g fo u r  years can  

be sin gle d  o u t

And th a t is the w ay it stayed. D uring the fo llo w ing 

Olympiads there was no mention of an "Alpinism Prize", 

and it did not come up again until it was m entioned in 

the m inutes of the 12th IOC Session in 1911 in Budapest 

und er the head in g "Chasse et A lp in ism e", w hen IOC 

General Secretary Brunetta d 'Usseaux rem ind ed  the 

m eeting of the sign ificance of the Olym pic m edal for 

m o untaineeering, w hereupon the com mittee agreed 

on "the programme for hunting and a lp in ism ".1* Where 

th is  h un tin g  prize had su d d e n ly  com e from rem ains 

mystery.

The Stockholm Organising Committee in Septem ber 

1911 sent a c ircu lar letter to variou s A lp ine clubs and 

org anisation s w ith  the in ten tio n  of fin d in g  suitab le 

cand idates for "the fin est perform ance in m ountain  

ascents d urin g  the years 19 0 8 -19 11" . It w as noted in 

the Official Report of the Games that "not even fa r-o ff 

China be ing fo rgo tten".5 But the response was d is ­

a p p o in t in g , an d  th e  c h a irm a n  of the "Com m ittee 

for M ountain Ascents", Erik U llén, w ho had already 

expressed doubts when he took over his post, sent the 

fo llow ing m em orandum  to the Organising Committee 

on 31 M ay 1912:

In  a cco rd a n ce  w ith  the m a n d a te  receiv ed  b y  the  

Committee fo r  M oun tain  Ascents, the s a id  Committee 

n ow  begs to state:

that, in  the o p in io n  o f  th e Com m ittee n o n e  o f  the  

ascents w hich  h av e been proposed fo r the prize, a n a  

the m erits o f  w hich  could, a cco rd in g  to the s t ip u la ­

tions o f  the com petition, be taken into consideration, 

is  o fth a t  exceptio nal im po rtan ce w hich  on e h as the 

right, as w ell a s the duty, to d e m an d  fo r the aw ard  o f  

an  Olym pic Gold M edal:

th at the Com m ittee is stro n g ly  o f  the o p in io n  that  

th ere ex ists  n o  s a t is fa c t o ry  c o m m o n  b a s is  f o r  a 

c o m p a riso n  betw een  d iffe re n t ascen ts, a n d  that, 

consequently, a  ju st  aw ard  is im po ssible .6

Jllén  based this refusal on the participation of paid and 

professional m o untain  guid es who contradicted the 

Olym pic principle of am ateurism , the im p o ssib ility  of 

com paring ascents and the variation in conditions faced 

ay the climbers. In addition he declared:

4 - The im p o ssib ility  o f  correctly estim atin g the degree 

o f  sa fe ty  w ith  w h ich  a n  a sce n t h a s  been  m a d e , it 

being evident that the sporting valu e o f  a  clim b m ust 

be co n sid ered  very m u ch  d im in is h e d  if  the clim b e r  

h as exposed h im se lf  to d angers that could have been 

lessened, or a lto geth er avoid ed, by better ju d g m e n t  

a n d  greater sk ill.7

As a f ifth  a n d  f in a l p o in t  U llén  a ls o  a d d e d  th a t 

:h e  c h a irm a n  o f the ju r y  relied  for h is  kno w ledge 

on inform ation given by the m o untaineer, " i.  e. the 

competitor him self". This was accepted in its entirety by 

the Organising Committee on 2 July 1912, which w e n t a 

step further in its deliberations: "There is no doubt but 

-.hat an Olympic m ountainee'ing prize would lead to the 

oss of m any hum an lives."

In addition it com plained that the clim bs would take 

olace in places where only a sm all circle of people with 

s im ila r  interests w o uld  spectate. In short: "[...] the 

standard of m ountaineering as a sport would d ecline".8

All th e  IOC could  do w as to recognise the change 

of heart, w hich also applied  to the "Olym pic Prize for 

Game Shooi ng". When the future Olympic Programme
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T h e  1922 e xp e d it io n  

team  at b re akfa st: 

f ro n t le ft  W akefie ld , 

th e n  M orris and 

G e n e ra l Bruce. On the 
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The m a n u fa ctu re r e x ­

p lo ite d  th is  to t h e  fu ll 

in  a n  a d v e rtise m e n t.

Illuslration: Typewrtter Toptcs, 
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That the tw o prizes did still exist and th a t e ve r a 

"Co m m ission  d 'A lp in ism e "  had been set up und er 

th e  le a d e rsh ip  of Dr. Ju les J a c o t -G u illa r m o d  w as 

demonstrated atth e 20th IOC Session, at which Coubertin 

presented a report. It had been w ritten by a Sw iss 

doctor, w h o had taken  p art in  se ve ral H im a la ya n  

expeditions a t  the turn o f the century.

The Minutes also state: "The conclusions are u n a r i -  

m o usly a cce p te d ."9 The d ocum ent does not spec fy 

w h ich  co n clu s io n s. C learly th ey had been received 

positively.

A c o n trib u to ry factor w as th a t Great B rita in  had 

renewed its geopolitical interest in Tibet. From the late 

19th century the British had been locked in an historic 

conflict w ith  Russia -  described as the "Great Gam e" 

-  for hegemony in Central Asia. By the tw enties, Russia 

and China were neutralised by revolution and civil war, 

so the 13th Dalai Lam a, w ho had returned f'om  exi e, 

w itho u t d irect com pulsion found it advantageous tc 

agree w ith certain arrangem ents, w h ich  m ade Tibet 

de facto into a B ritish  protectorate. A consequence 

was the opening ofth e frontier to British India. For the 

m ountaineering com m unity th is was significant. Their 

im agination and am bition would be given wings.

The new situation that had arisen prompted the Roya 

Geographical Society, together w ith the British Alpine 

Club, to equip a Reconnaissance Expedition under the 

leadership o f  the Irish aristocrat L ieu ten ant-C o lo n el 

Charles H ow ard-Bury. His 1921 m ission had the task or 

explo ring the geological con dition s in the H im alaya

was discussed at the 6"1 Olympic Congress Paris in July 

1914 the two com petitions were no longer to be found 

on the agenda. At any rate they did not appear in the 

Minutes, which were not published until 1919 because 

of the outbreak of the First World War.
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and undertake m apping. Among the by-products was 

to find a v iable route by which Mount Everest m ight be 

clim bed. On 24 September 1921 George Mallory and Guy 

Bullock were the first people to reach the North Col at 

around 7000 metres altitude. There the expedition had 

to be aborted because of the im m inent m onsoon.

The "Sacred Mountain" 
that swallows human lives

The aim  of the second British Mount Everest Expedition 

of 1922 was to clim b the highest m ountain in the world 

for the first tim e. They w ould be able to m ake use of 

the inform ation  gathered by the cartographers. This 

was a m ountain regarded by local people as a "Sacred 

M ountain" and to w hich the Britons had in 1857 given 

the nam e of the man who measured it: George Everest.

Those w ho took part in the expedition were chosen 

not only for their ability as m ountaineers, b u t also their 

education and background and the m ilitary rank which 

six of them  possessed. Three of them  were Gurkhas10, 

and one each belonged to the Royal Scots, the Royal 

Field A rtillery and the M achine Gun Corps. They were 

accom panied by three doctors, of whom Dr. Theodor H. 

Som ervell and Dr. Arthur W. W akefield had studied at 

Cambridge University. Another of its graduates was the 

m o untain ing teacher George Mallory, who could draw 

on h is  experiences from 1921. As w ell as the clim bers 

there were a large num ber of local porters, so th atth e  

full com plem ent numbered around 160 men.

It had been d ecided  to start in  the p re -m o n so o n  

period th is tim e. From the starting point in In dia  the 

route led to Tibet, because a t  th a t  tim e access to Mount 

Everest was only possible from the north. The route d is­

covered by M allory began at the Rongbuk glacier. That 

was where the base camp was set up. From 5 May 1922 

other camps up to a height of around 7000 metres were 

established.

But the first attem p t, led by M allory p artly  w it h ­

o u t a n y a u x ilia ry  oxygen, fa ile d , as d id  the second 

under the leadership of B rigadier-G eneral Bruce, who 

m anaged w ith a sm all team , in clu d in g  photographer 

an d  cam eram an  John B. Noel, to get w ith in  abo ut 

500 metres of the sum m it.

A lthough a ll the m o un ta in ee rs were more or less 

exhausted or sick and had suffered freezing to extre­

m it ie s , th e  e x p e d itio n 's  le a d e rsh ip  d ec id e d  on a 

further attem pt, in w h ich  a group of five took part, 

supported by 14 porters. But at Camp 1 one of the most 

experienced  m en, George I. F inch , had to give up, 

and as Dr. W akefield  rem ain ed  w ith  h im , the team 

was reduced to a trio, led by M allory together w ith the 

porters through the flank of the north saddle. There the 

disaster took place on 7 June 1922, w hen a snowboard 

suddenly broke loose, tearing two of the four ropes into

The th irte e n  m e m b e r, o f the M ount Everest E xpe d itio n  in  the 

Ro ng buk V a lle y . Bottom  ro w  from  le ft: George H erbert L. M a llo ry 

(18 8 6 -1929 ), G eorge I ig le  F inch  ( i888 - ' 970 ', Dr. Tom George lo n g s ta ff 

(1875-1961*), B rig a d ie r-G e n e ra l C h a rle sG . B 'u ce (*866-1939), 

lie u te n a n t-C o lo n e l E dw ard l is le  S trutt ( i8 7 V 1 9 9 3 )  a n d  Colin  G rant 

Craw ford (18 9 0 -19 59 )- B e hind  le ft: M a jo r H ?n ry  Treise M orshead 

(18 8 2-19 31), Cap ta in  G eoffrey B ruce (18 9 6 -19 72), C a p ta in  John B. Noel 

(18 9 0 -19 8 9 ), Dr. A rth a r W illia m  W a k e f i îld  (18 76 -19 9 9 ), Dr. Theodor 

Ho w ard Som ervell (1E 9 0 -19 75 ), C a p ta in  C. John M orris (18 9 5-198 0 ) 

an d  M ajor E dw ard F. Ilo rto n (18 8 4 -19 5L).

The po stcard w a s  sold 

in  a  set o f s ix  fo r o ne 

s h il lin g  to co m m em o ­

ra te t h e  p re m ie re  of 

N o el’s "C lim b in g  

M ount E vere st", to 

ra ise  fu n d s  fo r the 

f in a n c in g  o f  the next 

e x p e d it io n .
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the depths. The bod es of s x porters were recovered 

out another was never found . The expedition was then 

aborted, and one pla n n ed for 1923 was postponed by 

a year for fin a n c ia l reasons. This also fa ile d , and cost 

M allory and his com panion Andrew C. Irvine their lives, 

.t w as not u n til 29 May 1953 th a t the New Zealander 

Edm und H illary and the Sherpa Tenzing Norgay fin a lly  

succeeded In reaching he sum m it.

Despite th e ir failure the m ountaineers enjoyed enor­

mous popularity. M allory and Finch reported on th e ir 

experiences on a three month long lecture tour through 

the United States. When asked why he wanted to climb 

M ount Everest, M allo ry's rep ly becam e le g en d a ry: 

"Because It's there."11

The film  m ade by Noel appeared In March 1923 under 

the title "Clim bing Mount Everest". It was shown fo r ten 

weeks atthe London Philharm onic Hall and also made a 

big im pression.12The exposed film s had had developed 

by the Captain atth e base camp In a te n t which allowed 

no light to penetrate. The Captain had m ade excursions 

into Tibet w h ile  stationed in northern In d ia . He had 

dried the film s using the heated d ung of yaks in  the 

absence of other heat sources.

In the long run the IOC could probably not resist this 

hype. Their motives for giving the "Prix d 'Alp inism e” to 

the British expedition cannot be established for certain, 

but it seems likely th at the dram atic and tragic end of 

the undertaking contributed to th is  decision . At least 

Sandra Noel, the only daughter of the film  documentary 

maker, believes in a considered decision than rather in 

a " la st-m in u te  idea", w hich she argues for by the fact 

th at the m o untaineers d id  not receive m edals of the 

"W in te rsports W eek" but those of the Paris Sum m er 

Gam es.13 Sup posedly there were not enough Chamonix 

medals available.

Ms Noel pro b a b ly  sta rts from  th e  p o s it io n  th a t 

th e  m edals for the re m a in in g  ex p ed itio n  m em bers 

were handed over also to Strutt on that February day. 

W hich one he h im self received is not know n. In fact 

In the Official Report of 1924 "m edals" are m entioned, 

whereas Coubertin used the singular In his memoirs.

It is likely th a t the rem aining m edals were handed over 

a t  a later date -  possibly even after the Summer Games -  

a theory which which could be backed up by the fact that 

Noel's medal had got lost in the post.’“ The same applies 

to the inform ation that the Mount Everest Committee, 

which had been founded in the m eantim e by the Royal 

Geographical Society and the Alpine Club, had request­

ed furter m edals for the fam ilies of the seven porters. 

W hetherthe request was fulfilled is unknown.

Whatever: Richard Robinson needed n ine months to 

establish the location of the first medal. After 18 months 

he located anoth er five, w hile the others are considered 

lost. All existing m edals show the design "Paris 1924 , 

which proved a source of mystery for Charles W akefield, 

w ho lived In Canada. The grandson of Dr. W akefield, 

who had died in 1949, contacted ISOH General Secretary 

Anthony Th. Bijkerk in 2007, to find out the background 

to the presentation of the m edals.15

Five years later Wakefield ju n io r said he was prepared 

to put his g randfather’s m edal at the d isposal of "The



Olympic Games Pledge". He sent Kenton Cool an E -m a il 

w ith the sentence "Arthur W akefield's Olympic medal 

is w aitingforyo u in Toronto wrapped in a flam e red silk 

handkerchief", at the m ountaineering ace fle w  over the 

Atlantic in the first w eek in March to borrow th is most 

vital item for the story.'6

It w as on 25 May 2012 w h en  Kenton Cool held the 

relic up to the camera on the sum m it of Mount Everest. 

Thus the prom ise of 1924 was fu lfilled . After a six wek 

expedition he returned to Great Britain, where the story 

could be revealed to a wider audience. For th is  the Royal 

G eographical Society put a second gold m edal at his 

d isposal, said to have come from the estate of General 

Charles Bruce. One day before the b e g in n in g  of the 

Olympic Gam es, on 26 July 2012, it was tim e to h it the 

Olym pic trail again. Cool was chosen to carry the Olympic 

torch on the stretch between Camden and Westminster. 

A case perhaps of "Cool" running. (This tim e w ithout a 

Jam aican bobsledder in sight.)

"Toni Tollkühn" and a posthumous 
gold medal for 1932

After the Paris Olympic Games, in November 192^, the 

A lp in ism  prize was back on the agenda, th is  tim e at 

the m eeting of the IOC Executive Committee, created in 

1921. In place of the h unting prize there had suddenly 

appeared  the "P rix  d 'A e ro n a u tiq u e ". The m in u tes 

re m ain  s ile n t  on th e  o rig in s  o f t h is . 17 How ever it 

can be assum ed from th is  th a t th e  IOC w as ag a in st

W H Y  d id  you  -want to  clim b 
M ount E v e r e s t?  *• T h is  q u es­
tion -was a sk e d  o f  George 
L eigh  M allo ry , who w as 
w ith  both exped itions tow ard  

the su m m it o f th e  w orld 's  h igh est 
m oun tain , in 1921 an d  *.922. an d  w ho is  
now  in N ew  Y ork . H e  ¿ t a n s  to  go  ag a in  
tn 1924. an d  he g a v e  a s  the reason  fo r  
p e rs is t in g  in theso  rep eated  attem p ts  to 
reach  th e  top. “  B e c a u se  It 's  th e re ."

"unnecessary regulations". Baron de Blonay (Alpinisme) 

and Marquis d ? Polignac (Aéronautique) were charged 

with com pilin g  the outstanding performances achieved 

between i  January 1924 and 31 December 1928. This in 

itself is a little strange. The period chosen makes little 

"Olympic sense”. It began before before Chamonix and 

did not end u n:il after the conclusion of the Amsterdam 

G am e s. Despite th a t th ere w as no one considered 

worthy of orre of the prizes.

It was a tim e n which the craze for records blossomed 

unim aginably. The new heroes were pilots like Charles 

Lindbergh, and the cinem a discovered a new genre: 

the m o un tain  film , in w h ich  the Germ ans especially  

distinguished t hemselves. Parallel with the overheated 

bundles of rerves, the desire grew to become fam ous 

as conquerors of m ountain peaks -  and egos swelled 

to maten. The most am bitious of the climbers began to 

keep a close eye on each other, and on m any mountains 

there were leal races to be the first to reach the top.

“W hy d id  yo u w a n t to 

c lim b  M ount Evere st?" 

George M a llo ry  w as 

asked t h is  q u estio n  

on h is  lectu re t o u r in  

New York. His la con ic 

a n sw e r: "B ecause it's  

there ."

Left: t h e  1922 

e xp e d it io n  also  

in clu d e d  Bruce's 

c o u sin  G eoffrey (left). 

R ig ht: George Ing le 

F inch, the fa th e r of 

th e  acto r Peter F inch, 

w h o  in  1977 receive d 

a po sth um o us “Oscar" 

fo r h is  re p re se n ta tio n  

o f a crazed te le v is io n  

presente r in  the f ilm  

s a tire  "N etw o rk".

The G erm an A lp in ists  

Franz a n d  Toni Schm id, 

1932 A lp in ism  Prize 

w in n e rs . On W hit 

M onday 1932 Toni and 

h is  frie n d  Ernst Krebs 

fe ll from  the North 

W est w a ll o f the 

W ie sb a ch h o rn . Krebs 

w h o  w a s thre e  years 

o ld e r, s u rv iv e d  th e  fa ll 

w h ic h  w as a lle g e d ly  

caused w h e n  a n  ic e - 

fa ste n in g  gave w ay.

In co ntrast to  h is  

bro th er Franz S chm id 

w a s m uch m ore 

cau tio u s an d  d id  not 

ta k e  p a rt in  th is  c lim b. 

Franz la te r becam e a 

police  insp ector.

He live d  t o  be 87.

as Lippert



The 1932 O lym pic 

m e d a l, a w ard e d  to the 

G erm an m o u n ta in e e r 

Franz S chm id . Top: at 

the Closing C erem ony 

in  Los A n geles the 

G erm an NOC P resident 

Th eo d o r L ew ald (right) 

accepted th e  A lp in ism  

P rize o n  b e h a lf  o f th e  

Schm id bro th e rs from  

th e  IOC P resident 

Count d e B a ille t - 

Latour. R ig ht: H ettie 

D y h re n fu rth .

Photos: Alpines Museum des 
Deutschen Alpenvereirs 
München; Karl Lennartz 
Archive; Official Repcrt Los

Angeles 1932

But the sensations in the m ountains were lim ited. The 

ro rth  w all of the Matterhorn was view ed as one of the 

"last frontiers“.

In the summer a German quartet cycled from Munich 

to Zerm att in Sw itze rla n d : There were two brothers 

Franz an d  t o n i Schm id  both stu d e n ts  of n a tu ra l 

science, as w ell as th e ir colleague Hans Ertl and h is 

friend FriedeI Brem. All four had a dream: they wanted 

to ccnquerthe m ountain from the north side a height of 

4774  metres. However  they kept qu  iet a bout their pIans, 

for they were d isunited. Ertl, destined to become chief 

cameraman fo' Leni Riefenstahl Olympia film s in 1936, 

tnought they should w ait because of the bad weather, 

but th e  Schm ids saw  it  d iffere n tly . They hated the 

tnought of s tting around idly. W hile their competitors 

apprehensively observed the rock face, Franz and Toni 

Schmid lefttne group on 30 July 1931. They set off shortly 

before m id n ig h t, but it w as hours later before they 

informed a pub landlord of their intention. When it was 

still dark they clim bed over the glacier, and w hen day 

dawned they stood at the foot o-’ the 533 m high north 

w all w h ich  was th e ir target. The date they recorded 

in the peak d iary on the Italian side was 1 A ugu sti9 3i. 

Eu t the m o un tain  got its revenge, probably because 

i :  had lost ins v irg in ity. On the descent it poured out 

its entire re p e lo ire : storms, rock falls, snow, h ail and 

avalanches. Yet the Schm ids got down safely, and were 

received in Zerm attwith ju b ilation .

The w o rld  o f m o u n ta in e e rin g  show ed itse lf to be 

split. There were some who were envious, people, who 

accused them  of show ing off, and critics w ho were to 

be taken seriously. The Olympic cham pion Strutt even 

w rote abo ut the despoiling of the Matterhorn, because 

the brotners had struck hooks into the glacier.18 Others 

spoke of a w rcng developm ent, and yet others m a in ­

ta in e d  th a t yo ung people w ould be chased to th e ir 

ceath by s u c h competitive clim bing.19

Among the adm irers was Theodor Lew ald, w ho a tth e  

IOC Executive m eeting on 11 June 1932 in Lausanne -  

supported by Count Bonacossa -  proposed h is  two 

com patriots for the A lp in ism  prize . Six w eeks later 

cam e the fu ll IOC Session in  Los A ngeles. According 

to the M inutes the d istin ctio n  w ent to "Mr. Schm id 

(A llem agne)", for in the interim  the h un t for records 

had sealed the fate of the four and a h alf years younger 

brother "Toni". Simon Anton Schmid, to give him his full 

name, had 'alien to his death on W hit Monday 1932 from 

the north west w all of the W iesbachhorn in theTauern 

range.

His friend Ernst Krebs fell into the depths w ith him , 

but he had the good fortune to survive the accident. 

After that K'ebs dedicated h im self to the racing kayak. 

Atthe end c f the twenties he had contributed greatly to 

its developm ent. In 1936 at B e rlin -G rlin a u , he became 

Olympic cham pion in the K1 class over 10 ,000 metres. 

Thirty four years later on 2 o  J u ly  i970 Krebs w ent to help 
a neighbor repair his d rainpipe. Standing on a ladder, 

he lost his balance and fell to his death. Talk about the 

irony of history. Men like him ju st could n o t die in bed.20

In view  of the tragic end of "Toni Tollkühn" (Temerity 

Tony), as the younger Schm id was also called, we can 

understand w hat J. Sigrid Edstrom said. The Swede had 

em phasised at the IOC Session in Los Angeles th at he 

would vote for this award, but thought i t  appropriate in 

future to consult the international federation before the



prize was aw arded. Moreover a tth e  sam e Session the 

death knell of the hunting prize was sounded, without 

it ever having been awarded.21 

Although the Session had decided otherwise, the IOC 

fin a lly  awarded gold medals to both brothers.22 Lewald 

received the m edals and charged h is colleague Karl 

Ritter von Halt w ith the presentation of the trophies. 

Thus Franz Schm id and h is father received the prizes 

at a festive evening in M unich's Löw enbräukeller on 

5 Septem ber 1932.23

A German struggle for the 
"German" Kangchanjunga

W h ile  th ere  were few  su m m its left in Europe th a t 

appeared worth c lim b in g  fo r  the first tim e, the distant 

H im alayas w ith  th e ir u nvan q u ish ed  eight thousand 

metre peaks exercised a great fa sc in a tio n . After the 

B ritish  fiasco o f 1924 th e  D alai Lama d id  not grant 
p e rm issio n  for a n y fu rth e r c lim b s for som e tim e 24, 

and since th e  king  of Nepal perm itted crossings of 

his kingdom  on ly in exceptional cases, the focus was 

perforce on other sum m its, of w hich the 8565 metre 

high Kangchanjunga exercised a particular attraction. 

Until 1852 it was considered the h ighest m ountain  in 

the w orld, when trigonometric measurements of India 

taken by British scientists established th at it was not 

quite as high as Mount Everest and K2.

The 1930 " In te r­

n a tio n a l H im alaya 

E x p e d it io n " led 

by G ü n te r Oscar 

D y h re n fu rth .

It w as in particular the Germ ans w ho strove for the 

heights in th is instance, and in doing so there arose 

bitter riva lries am ong th em . After the experienced 

ex p ed itio n  leader an d  film  producer Gün ter Oskar 

D yhrenfurth  h ad , on 16 Ja n u a ry  1929, h a n d ed  in a 

detailed plan for the clim bing of "Katsch” to the m ain 

com m ittee of the Germ an and A ustrian A lp ine Club 

(DuOeAV), his toughest opponent Paul Bauer made the 

sam e request exactly two months later. And although 

the form er Freikorps fighter, w ho worked as a notary 

public in Nabburg (Bavaria), did not yet have a British 

visa for India, he nonethless he set in motion a hastily 

assem bled and in su ffic ie n tly  fin anced  group a t  the 

end of June 1929. This consisted exclusively of the elite

XIS OLYM PIAD
PAU L BAUER

A rt Competition 
L iterary  Competition.,

Th e  n o ta ry  Paul B auer 

receive d a gold m edal 

fo r h is  book "Struggle  

fo r th e  H im a la ya s" in  

the lite ra tu re  category 

of the a rtist ic  com pe­

t it io n s  a t t h e 1932 

Gam es. Left: the 

O lym pic d ip lo m a  of 

Los A ngeles.

Photos: Alpines Museum des 
Deutschen Alpenvereins 
München; Karl Lennartz Archive



" H e r ru n d  Frau Pro­

fesso r D y h re n fu rth .” 

T he photo  ap peared 

in  a Sw iss m ag az ine  

u n d e r the t it le  "The 

f ir s t  g old m edals for 

S w itz e rla n d " . A short 

tim e  la te r the Sw iss 

O lym pic Com m ittee 

d e n ie d  a ll kno w le d g e  

o f th is .

Dyhrenfurth Archive

circle of the Academ ic Alpenverein of M unich (AAVM). 

Purely to get ahead of Dyhrenfurth, w ho already had 

la d  perm ission to travel to Nepal in 1930, he decided 

 put up with the unfavourable post-m onsoon period. 

On 3 October 1929 two expedition members reached the 

north west ridge, where at 7400 m they encountered 

a five day snowstorm w h ich  forced them  to give up. 

Although the expedition was u ltim ately unsuccessful, 

Bauer had stolen the show from h is rival. Dyhrenfurth, 

who had been a professor at the university of his home 

town Breslau since 1919, nonetheless kept to his plan, as 

finance had been secured. The Scherl publish ing house 

in Berlin had given him an advance for a book, and the 

“ransocean Film Company shared the costs. In contrast 

to Bauer, D yhrenfurth  d id  not o n ly  rely on Germ an 

mountaineers. Instead he founded the "Internationale 

H im a la y a -E x p e d it io n  19 30 ", to w h ich  he recruited 

Austrians, a Swiss and a few Britons as w ell. This latter 

group persuaded The Tim esto help with sponsorship.

W hile Bauer a First World War prisoner of the British 

lefusedto throw in h is lot w ith them , Dyhrenfurth saw 

in them  his teachers. After receiving the book "M ount 

Everest -  the exploratory jo u rn e y i9 2 i"  by H ow ard-Bury 

as a present th at Christmas, he had im m editely gone 

with his fam ily to Grindelwald, as he had found out that 

Bruce and h is men had a tra in in g  cam p there. In fact 

the two men met, but the General was not prepared to 

accept an unknow n Germa i  as a m ember of his expe­

dition. He considered that Everest was to be the "third 

Pole" and as such uniquely British .25

W hile Dyhrenfurth was occupied with the formalities 

and fin ances -  it was more or less at the last m oment

that the DuOeAV and its Swabian section decided to give 

a fin a n cia l contribution -  h is wife Hettie looked after 

the eq uipm ent, to acquire w hich she had recourse to 

don ation s ’ rom Germ an and Swiss co m p an ies . 26 The 

only child of the w e ll-o ff Heymanns, a Jewish fam ily of 

indu stria lists from Breslau, she had become engaged 

as a IA year old to Dyhrenfurth (h im self on ly 19) and 

married him  five years later. The honeymoon took them 

-  w here else? -  to the Alps. The fa m ily  p la n n in g  was 

rem arkable: in 1913 the first child was born, in i9 iA th e  

couple undertook the first H im alayas exp ed itio n, in 

1915 the second child  arrived, followed by the second 

H im alayan expedition in 1916. In 1917 the th ird  child  

followed -  the later equally successful mountaineerson 

Norman - ,  and in 1918 the Dyhrenfurths set off for the 

third tim e to explore the "roof of the world".

Hettie D yh re n fu rth  w as th e  o n ly  w o m a n  in  the 

team . She was in charge of rations and baggage which 

needed no fewer than 300 porters. As a c lim ber in her 

own right, she was up with the m en. on 1 June 1930 she 

led 22 porters in a snowstorm over a d ifficu lt pass at a 

height of 6120 metres. M eanwhile the m ountaineering 

duo o f Schneider-H oerlin  achieved two spectacular first 

ascents, but the real aim  of the expedition was missed. 

They could ro t  find a navigable path to Kangchanjunga. 

On 15 June 1930 the tour ended w ith  the start of the 

monsoon.

Still, it w as a rem arkable achievem en t, w h ich  had 

added significance from the geological researches and 

m edical tesis that Dyhrenfurth carried out. Among the 

im portant documents produced by the expedition were 

the sound film  "Him atschal -  throne of the gods", and 

the book "Him alaya -  our expedition 1930", published 

by the Scherl Verlag in 1931.

Thus th e  com petitive struggle moved to the book 

market, for in the sam e year Paul Bauer published his 

work "The Struggle for the H im alayas", whose subtitle 

in d icated  w ho had won the race: "The first Germ an 

attack on Kangchendzönga 1929". Encouraged by Carl 

D iem , the G eneral Secretary of the Germ an Olym pic 

Committee, he entered the book for the "Literature" 

section of the Olympic Art Contests in 1932 in Los Angeles. 

Following Diem's invitation Dyhrenfurth was "of course 

w illin g "  to lay a copy o f h is  "H im a la ya "  before the 

ju d g in g  pa re l in Los Angeles.27 However he did not get 

through the first round. The German jury, presided over 

by Reichskunstwart Edwin Redslob rejected the book, as 

it "[was] not thought as appropriate as Bauer's 'Struggle 

for the H im alayas', in w h ich  the sporting character is 

more to the fore."20The result is w e ll-k n o w n . A ju ry  of 

four, made up of prominent people, awarded Bauerthe 

Olympic gold m e d a l.29 Lewald received it on the fin al 

day in the Les Angeles Memorial Colosseum.

Five and a h a lf m onths later A do lf H itle r cam e to 

power. Dyhrenfurth reacted to the Nazi bo o k-b urn in g

für die Schweiz

Die ersten Goldmedaillen



of 10 May 1933, w h ich  to ok place a lso  in  B re slau , 

by re s ig n in g  h is  chair, to the a sto n ish m e n t of h is 

co lleagu es. He a p p lie d  for Sw iss n a tio n a lity , w hich 

w as ra p id ly  gran ted.30 At the sam e tim e -  in August 

1933 -  Bauer was nam ed by the NS regim e as the top 

German m ountaineer. As expected, he put into effect 

the discrim inatory "Aryan paragraph", by which Hettie 

Dyhrenfurth as a Jewish woman was also affected.

The Dyhrenfurths -  devalued and silenced

In the light o fth is  it is aston ish in g th at the IOC, of all 

places at its Berlin Session on 31 July 1936, made the de­

cision to award the "Prix d 'Alp inism e" to two German 

exiles -  the Dyhrenfurths. From the Minutes it is unclear 

w ho m ade th e proposal -  it m ay have com e from 

the ageing Sw iss V ic e -P re s id e n t Godefroy de Blonay 

(form ally responsible in the IOC for m ountaineering) 

who had had to tender an apology for absence. It was 

however noted th atth e decision was unanim ous. Once 

again  however the com m ittee pointed out "th a tth e  

giving o fth is  award conceals in itself the risk of m o ti- 

vatingyoung people to over-adventurous ascents", and 

it resolved " th a tth e  prize from now on w ould only be 

awarded if the national Alpine club gives the assurance 

th atth e performance was achieved under its control" . 31

The ju s t if ic a t io n  for h o n o u rin g  th e  D yhrenfurths 

was form ulated in very general term s. In the Minutes 

the reference is to "a series of rem arkable ascents and 

scien tific  expeditions in the H im alayas", so th a tth e
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honour was to be regarded as an appreciation of the “ O lym pic v icto ry

entirety of their efforts. According to the rules only the cerem o ny fo r special

in d iv id u a l performance should have been evaluated, pe rform ances in

in w h ich  case, d urin g  the the Olym pic t im e -fra m e , m o u n ta in e e rin g  takes

only the "In te rn a ticn a le  H im a la ya -E xp ed itio n  1934" place o n Su nd ay a ft e r -

w ould have been able tc be con sidered . This led in no o n, 1 6 .8 ,ab ou t

th e  Karakorum  to :h e  H id d en  Peak, w here Hettie 17.00 ho u rs  in  the

Dyhrenfurth w ith  the clim b to Sia Kagri im proved her B e rlin  O ly m p ic sta d i-

women altitude wor d record to 7313 metres.

But w ith  th is  jo u rn e y  it was not c lim b in g  th a t had re sp e c tfu lly  in v ite d ."

precedence., b u ttfe  ohotography on the original places T he telegram  w a s o n ly

show in the film  "The Demon of the H im alayas". The s e n t o f f to t h e D y h r e n -

plot entailed  the im agin ative  search for the sp irit of fu rth s  in  Zürich on the

the m ountains who according to the local inhabitants d a y  before the c e r e -

kept watch over the peaks . 32 The film  was directed by m ony, a lth o u g h  the

Dyhrenfurth togethe- with Andrew Marton; besides that IOC d e cision  had been

he played him self a sth e  expedition leader. Behind the ta k e n  t w o  w eeks p re ­

camera was Hans Ertl.33 Despite the film  the expedition v io u s ly .

was a financial disappointment.

The three G e rm ar IOC M embers offered no official 

objection to the d stinction given to their former com ­

patriots. There was no c cu n te r-p ro p o sa l,w h ic h  was 

u n d e rsta n d a b le  in  v ie w  of th e  catastrophe of the 

"G erm a n  H im a la y a  E x p e d itio n  1 9 3 4 " , w h ich  had 

been paid  for by the state and started a m id  m uch Left: O lym pic tablet

p ro p a g a n d a  an d  e x p e n se . D u rin g  th is  G e r m a n - o f h o n o u r a t t h e

Austrian undertaking, which had led to Nanga Parbat, M arathon G ate of

four m ountaineers Tad perished m iserably. The c o n - the B e rlin  Olym pic

sequence was m u tualrecrim inations over who w as to s ta d iu m .T h e

blam e, also a reflection of the tensions between the ach ie ve m e n t o fth e

two n eigh b o u rs. For after "K antsch", the NS sports D y h re n fu rth s  w a s set

authorities laid claim  also to Nanga Parbat, w hich was in  bro nze a t t h e

declared pathetically to be "the Germ ans'fated m o u n - bottom  of the colum n

ta in ". Everest was "generously" left to the British, 1(2 to u n d e r th e  hea d in g

the Italians, and A -n a p u rra  was considered "French".31* “Special R e c o g n itio n .” 

Although the 101 had reached its decision on 31 July 

1936, the Chef de Mission of the Swiss team, Dr. Francis
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presentation can have m ade little im pression on the 

hundred thousand spectators present. Even the Official 

Report, so exhaustive in other areas, said nothing about 

the prize. Tne Dyhrenfurths are im m ortalized on the 

second table of honour of gold m edal w in ners a tth e  

Marathon Gate of the Berlin Olympic Stadium  but only 

underthe heading "Special Recognition".37

Since th is rem arkable silence extended to the other 

p u b lica tio n s, we can suspect th a t it was not in the 

German interest to give publicity to the two renegade 

m o u n ta in e e rs . In S w itz e rla n d , a m a g a z in e  had 

celebrated the couple's achie ve m en t w ith a ph oto­

graph. Strangely, when itcam eto th e official bookofthe 

Games produced by the Julius Wagner PublishingHouse 

in Zürich, the name Dyhrenfurth was left out.38

In a letter Dyhrenfurth com plained to the publisher, 

w ho w as also Germ an by birth and had been part of 

the German team which won the 1906 Olympic tu g -o f- 

war.39 Wagner objected to the “tone" and gave him a 

lecture:

These are not Olym pic prizes, a n d  fo r  that reason these 

distin ction s -  even if  they are o f  a  h ig h e r v alu e than  

a g o ld  m e d a l aw a rd e d  f o r  so m e victory in  ru n n in g , 

throw ing, sw im m in g  or s a ilin g  -  do not b elon g in  a 

work exclusively d e alin g  w ith the Olym pic Games.*0

in his  le tte r to  the Messerli, turned a week laterto his “dear compatriots"

D y hre n fu rths o f to express his congratulations. Since the presentation

7 A u g u s : i9 3 6 ,t h e  of the "gold m edal for A lp in ism " was to take place on

Se c re ta ry -G e n e ra l o f the final day of the Games, i.e . 16 Augusti936, he wrote

th e  S w iss NOC Dr. to th e m : " [...]  it would be a great honour for Sw itzer-

Francis Messerli sa id  land if  you could come to receive the medal referred to.

it  w o u ld  be "a  great If not, we w ill receive the medal and hand it over to you

h o n o u r ' if  th e y  w o u ld  on our return. " 35 An official invitation to the "Ehepaar

com e t o  B e rlin  to w in  Dyrenfurth" [sic!] did not follow until 15 August via the

th e g o ic  m edals o n th e  Organising Committee, butthat may well not have been

la st d a y . H a rd ly  w ere the only reason w hy Hettie Dyhrenfurth had no desire

the G a ir es o ver th a n  whatsoever to risk a journ ey to Berlin ten months after

he m a in ta in e d  the the procamation ofth  anti-Jew ish  "Nuremberg Laws".

A lp in ism  P rize s w ere Thus it was left to her husband to acceptthe prize -  two

n o t''O lym p ic". Olympic gold m edals and the oak wreaths given to the

winners. The presentation, as the last victory ceremony, 

was supposed im m ediate lytofo llo w thatforthe eques­

trian ism , programmed fo r i7.3 0 .36 Butas the progress of 

the "Prix des Nations" had been held up by more than 

an hour, the w hole tim etable of the Closing Ceremony, 

in w hich the extinction of the Olympic Flame had been 

intended to coincide w ith the setting of the sun, was 

thrown completely out.

The presentation of the A lp in ism  prize and of the 

"Prix d 'Aéronautique", w hich had also been awarded 

to a Swiss -  Hermann Schreiber -  thus took place u n ­

der great tim e pressure. And since there was no infor­

m ation in the program m e as to its s ign ificance , the

A nother com plaint to the Swiss Olympic Committee 

and its General Secretary Dr. Francis Messerli in person 

was rejected, although Dyhrenfurth w as able to put 

forw ard th oro u gh ly co n vinc ing argum ents from the 

example of the Schmid brothers:

In  Los A n g e le s  in  1932 the G e rm a n s w o n  the "Prix  

d 'a lp in ism e ", through the S chm idt [sic!] brothers fo r  

th e firstc lim b in g  of the Matterhorn north face. At that 

tim e no one dared to exclude these Olym pic c h a m p i­

on s fro m  the list o f  w in ners. [ . ..]  On the contrary, a ll  

o fficial s ites u n d e rlin e d  this G erm an O lym pic victory. 

Now, in  1936, the Germ ons d id  not succeed w ith their 

ca n d id a te s. A S w iss m o u n tain e e rin g  a n d  research­

in g  couple won this victory. In  the Germ an cam p, as  

I  know  fo r  a  fac t, there w as 0 depressed m ood, a n d  

they tried by a ll m e an s p ossib le to trivia Use this Swiss 

victory a n d  su p p ress it. That is  u n fo rtu n ate ly  n ot to 

ch an g e. We a ll know  w hat pow er p ro p a g an d a  h a s  in 

the Third Reich.

In a blunt reply Messerli explained th at the author and 

publisher of the Olympia book was completely free and 

needed no directions. The Swiss Olympic Committee had 

other concerns than such a protest. Furthermore he d e­

manded that Dyhrenfurth "cause no useless polemics 

and behave him self" . 91 It was no surprise therefore that 

atth e first ICC Session after the Second World War it was 

the Swiss who requested th at "Special Recognition" 

should be given up. Thereupon the Session resolved:



"On the proposal of the Executive Committee the awards 

for Alpinism and Aeronautics are abolished."w

U sually the descent is quicker than the ascent. The 

"Prix d 'A lp in ism e " is history. Had th in gs been were 

d iffere nt, the record b reaking c lim b er Kenton Cool 

would have been in with a great chance of a gold medal. 

At the start of May 2013 he stood w ith in  three days on 

three sum m its: on 1 May he clim bed Nuptse (7861 m), 

on 2 May there followed the eleventh ascent of Mount 

Everest, and on 3 May his trip le ended on the 8516 m 

high Lhotse. But once som ething has been erased, it 

seldom  returns. At most, some believe, there are a l ­

legedly rebirths in a different form . To that extent the 

an no un cem ent caused attention that at the meeting 

of the IOC Executive Board in February 2013 sport clim b­

ing made the ju m p  into the seven shortlisted sports to 

be considered for the 2020 Olympic programme -  so to 

speak the base camp before the ascent could begin. «
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A lth ou g h H ettie 

D y h re n fu rth  (18 9 2 - 

1972) w en t w ith  her 

ch ild re n  to th e  USA in  

the m id  1930s, w h ere 

because o f h e r a ltitu d e  

record she had becom e 

m uch in  dem and , 

th e re  w a s no chance 

o f a fu rth e r e m ig ra ­

t io n  fo r h e r h u sb a n d . 

The consequence w as 

a lie n a tio n  -  in  192*8 

the c o u ple d ivo rced .

In the face o f the Nazi 

terro r, G ü n te r O skar 

D y h re n fu rth  (18 8 6 - 

1975) s a w  it  as  a 

" co m m an d m e nt o f 

ho n e sty ” to le a ve  the 

G erm an a n d  A u strian  

A lp in e  C lub, w h e re  he 

ha d  been a m em ber 

fo r 3Í» y e a rs. T he letter 

c o n firm in g  h is  

re s ig n a tio n  ha s the 

a d d itio n a l sentence: 

"H err P rofessor 

D y hre n fu rth  seem s 

acc o rd ing  to th is  to 

have s ig ne d  o n to 

in te rn a t io n a l Je w ry ". 

In  h a n d w r it in g  is  

ad d e d : "A G erm an can 

come such a  d istance 

w ith  a Jew ess!"


