Mountain Madness

During my nine years in the Royal Air Force, I experienced many incidents which defy all rational explanation, apart from that is, those incidents which were induced by an intake of alcohol and other substances!

The first major incident occurred in 1967 whilst I was on a rescue mission to the Alps as part of the NATO Search & Rescue Group. Many of the rescues we were sent on, the M.O.D. would prefer not to be made public and as I have signed the official secrets act, I had better desist from mentioning any of it. Then again, I do like a challenge and was never a one to be a conformist!

This particular rescue involved searching for a Lightning jet aircraft Mk 2 which crashed somewhere amongst the Alps in the Monta Rosa area. I was at work when the rescue call out came in which did not please this particular NCO as I was in the middle of doing an inventory check for him which he had forgotten to do in the first place and was still smarting from the bollocking he got from the officer i/c our department. Of course, he had to pass on his bollocking and I just happened to be his whipping boy.

As in the case of all rescue call outs, we had dispensation to leave our place of work to participate in the operation. However, this time, he decided I could not go until I had finished the task he had pushed onto me. My protestations fell on deaf ears as he ignored my pleas to be allowed to leave the unit and make my way to the rescue HQ. 

It was over an hour since the initial call out came when we were visited by the Rescue Team coordinator wanting to know why I had not reported immediately to the rescue HQ. Now what my NCO nemesis did not know or if he did, he chose to ignore it, was that I was the qualified and experienced mountaineer so when rescues involved being in mountainous terrain, it was vital that I be present. Now you know when someone has made a boo boo but does not want to acknowledge it and tries to talk their way out of it, well this is what my nemesis did, or at least try to do. 

What he had not bargained for was that whilst the Rescue Team coordinator was wearing typical well worn outdoor clothing which gave him the appearance of being a toe-rag (someone not even of NCO status) he was in fact a Squadron Leader.

Well you’ve guessed it. The NCO puffed up his chest and told the visitor that he was in charge of the Unit and I would only be released from my duties when I had finished the job he had ordered me to do and there was no way this would be this side of Saturday. The visitor, quietly turned to me and told me to make my way to the rescue HQ immediately and as I walked through the door the last thing I heard was the Team Leader putting the NCO in his place in very unprintable words.

On reaching the rescue base, I kitted up and found my name on the allocation sheet as rescue mountain leader for this operation which meant everyone was waiting for me before moving off to the waiting helicopter. Once in the air I was given the rescue details and delegated the various jobs out to the team. As it was to be a long flight we all settled down for a kip. Several hours later after landing to refuel, we were dropped onto a glacier and left to our own devices to find the actual wreckage and any possible survivors. 

To cut a long story short, we eventually found the aircraft standing on its nose poking into a snow bank. The cockpit cover was missing as was the two wings. We needed to know if the aircrew had ejected and the only way to find out was for someone to climb up onto the fuselage and peer into the cockpit. 

For the first time in my service life, I did not have to be volunteered to do this task as I was now in a position to delegate and which turned out to Smelly Ally (Jack Allison) as he was the newest team member and so the privilege went to him, despite his protestations. To gain access to the cockpit area he had to climb up a steep snow slope and jump onto the front part which was sticking out of the slope. From there all he had to do was shimmy up to the cockpit rim and peer in. All went well until he peered into the cockpit. There in the back seat was the navigator, for all intents and purposes, appearing as if he was asleep. 

The pilot’s ejection seat was missing. Smelly Ally shouted out his findings and was told to come back down and we would work out a plan to extricate the aircrew who we believed at that time to be dead. However, Smelly Ally had other plans and so slipped over the edge of the cockpit into the space where the front ejection seat should have been. 

Now Smelly Ally was a clerk and knew nothing about ejection seats, their firing mechanisms and how unsafe they could be when the safety pin was removed. This being my territory so to speak, I climbed up onto the cockpit the same way he had done and shimmied along to the cockpit rim. A quick glance told me that the navigator’s ejection seat, which he was still occupying, still had its firing pin in, but only just which was probably why he was unable to eject. However, Smelly Ally was as excited as a virgin soldier getting his first introduction to sex as this was his first ‘real’ mountain rescue as well as being his first apparent dead body.

I for my part had no intention of trying to get into the cockpit to enforce my instructions for him to get out and leave the aircrew’s harness alone. Too late. As he was undoing the chest harness, he must have squeezed out gas from the expired aircrew’s inflated body as a loud gasp came out of his mouth right into Smelly Ally’s face. He shouted and jumped back believing the aircrew was still alive and as he moved, his arm caught the bent safety pin which was holding the ejection seat in place. 

Out the pin came, bang went the seat cartridge, whoosh went the seat flying past Smelly Ally missing him by inches and then came an excruciating yell as the ejection seat bolt, a 14 inch steel rod, shot into his left arm below the elbow, traveled up through his arm and exited from his shoulder. He fainted. Everyone panicked initially as the seat rose into the air, reached its maximum height and started to fall back down beside the aircraft, being true to Newton’s law of gravity.

The seat hit the snow slope with a dull thud complete with resident aircrew whose harness had obviously jammed preventing it from detaching him from the seat when it ejected as is usually the case. To say that the day was an epic adventure, albeit not of a pleasant sort, but none the less, full of excitement, danger, risk taking, daring enterprise and, unexpected incidents, does not indicate that my tale has finished, far from it.

Once we managed to get Smelly out of the cockpit with the bolt dangling on its nylon cords from his shoulder, and the rest of the team returned from all corners of the earth where they scattered to in order to escape the falling ejection seat, we organized ourselves into positive action.

Ron and Pete were to escort the unfortunate Smelly Ally back down to the helicopter LZ so that he could get off to hospital to have the metal rod removed and as he set off he was reminded that it was his first round that evening in the NAFFI and that a little scratch would not be justification for not being there! 

Sam and Jock went to look for the pilot who had ejected. Bill and Jose started to dismantle the black box from its resting place and Steve, Mike and I started to extricate the aircrew from his ejection seat by cutting through his harness with his aircrew knife which was attached to his trouser leg flying suit. 

As we did so his body went limp and folded into two, literally. We knew immediately that every bone in his body was probably broken which made what I did next, that more unpleasant and with hindsight, totally pointless.

It was one of those times when you instantly regret continuing with the course of action that you have already started on but for whatever reason, can do nothing about it. I have no reason to offer why I started to take his flying helmet off, other than once I had inserted my thumbs under the lower corners at the back of the helmet in order to swing forwards over his head, I realised what was going to happen. As the helmet was brought over the front of his head, the top of his head and brains came away with his helmet. I was sick. Steve was sick and Mike fainted with shock.

Once we had all regained some levels of composure which was not exactly of a positive status, we started to make our way down to the LZ with the lifeless body being dragged behind us wrapped in his deflated life raft. The cloud base came down without warning and we found ourselves spread out across the side of the mountain barely able to make visual contact with each other. Someone shouted that we should regroup and discuss our options. Someone said we should leave the aircrew where we were as we would have a better chance of getting down the mountainside safely. Someone else said we should just bury him there and say that we did not find anyone when we got back down.

Clearly, we could not come to any consensus about what to do. For my part I just sat on the edge of the proceedings and listened to everyone else putting their own point of view. I found myself agreeing in turn with everyone so I continued to hold my piece.

I felt a tap on my shoulder and fell off the rock I was perched on when I saw a little girl aged around 10 or 11 standing there with a poo bear toy. She was wearing a flowered dress which had a big bow on the back, black shiny shoes and two blonde pigtails tied with red ribbon. She said nothing and I said nothing as I was speechless. This just could not be. No way any little girl could be up here dressed like that on the mountain in this weather.

I knew instantly that it was another apparition although why her, why here and why now was beyond me. It was clear that no one else could see her as they continued to argue around the topic of what to do next. The little girl lifted her arm that was not holding poo bear and pointed to the snow covered bundle that encased the aircrew. She nodded and pointed downwards and smiled then she vanished as quickly as she came.

I stood up and gave my contribution which was brief and to the point. “Don’t care what you all think we are taking him back down, that’s our job, end of story”.  I took hold of the half inflated rubber life raft and started to pull the bundle. The cloud base had gotten even worse and it was impossible to see more than a foot or two in front of you. I knew that our situation was serious and that any error of judgment could well end up with our own bodies being collected by another search and rescue team at a later date. 

I had to agree with every ones assessment of our predicament and just when I felt they were right and we should leave the body there, the little girl appeared and started to skip into the white cloud. Without thinking I followed her yelling for every one to follow me. For some inexplicable reason, they just followed with out so much as a ‘why’. 

I followed that little girl down that mountainside slowly but safely and after a few hours we were below the cloud base and the LZ could be seen in the distance.

Every one cheered and the little girl vanished once again. The story quickly got around of how I had led the team to safety in a white out without a map or a compass but I kept my silence and enjoyed the free beer for many nights that followed.

I thought no more of the incident until I was looking through an R.A.F. magazine which told the story of this crash and of the aircrew who were killed. When I saw the picture of the body that had been recovered being carried by bearers to a waiting hearse, my heart skipped a beat as my eyes fell onto the picture of his family waiting beside the vehicle. There holding her mothers hand was a little girl waiting for the return of her father’s body. She was wearing a flowered dress with a large bow to the rear and holding a toy bear. In her hair she wore red ribbons in her pigtails.

I have never tried to rationalize this incident but am happy to leave it without trying to reason it away as I need no explanation to satisfy any doubt I have in my mind as to what happened on that mountain. Oh and as for Smelly Ally? Well he was kept in hospital for a few weeks but the first night he was back at camp we reminded him of whose round it was which he duly obliged on several occasions.

Before understanding the significance of the second experience, it is necessary to just bring you up to speed with those climbing friends that were no longer with us. In 1966 Fred ‘the bear’ was killed whilst abseiling in the Alps on a rescue. Two months later, Brian was killed in an avalanche in the Alps whilst skiing off piste. Two months after that, I heard that Geordy Brown was killed in Aden when he was in a bar on one of his days off, drinking a cool beer when  ten year old lad came in and lobbed a grenade into his lap.

A few weeks after the news about Geordy, ‘spam sandwich’ Sam and I had planned on going to do a new route in the Picos De Europa on the South Face of El Naranjo but a few days before setting off, I got news that I was needed to work on 213 Bomber Sqd. which meant that I could not go with Sam as planned. Now Sam was not going to miss an opportunity to climb anything and I mean anything as he was well known for being the individual who climbed up the side of the officer’s mess during a tactical evasion exercise and hung a banner across the wall saying all officers were tossers.
Around 10am there was a phone call for me at the Malcolm Club, similar to the N.A.A.F.I. organization but sold better beer, and I was relieved to hear Sam’s voice on the end of the line. Once we had got the pleasantries out of the way he told me he had met a local climber called Hose Gibanna. Sam said they had done a few short low level routes together and was to set out for a new route on East Face of El Neveron de Urriellu the next day.  The word Gibanna hit the pit of my stomach like a sledge hammer. Blood sank to my feet leaving me light headed. I shouted incoherently to Sam not to go climbing but to return so we could have some beer and talk about another expedition to the Alps or even the Himalaya. But Sam was like a kid on Christmas morning who just found out he had a room full of presents. 

The pips went and I screamed for him to put more money in the bloody phone but the last words were cheers Frankie boy see you next week. Nothing but that long running tone you get when the phone goes dead. I felt hopeless, useless and empty. I shunned offers of a beer from some young looking WAAF and dragged my leaden feet back to my room.

The following day I called in to see the Camp padre and asked him if God would listen to prayers from someone who had not been to church for the past few years. He was kind enough to ask me why so I told him about Sam and my vision, dream or foresight whatever you want to call it. He said it was all in my imagination and that it was perhaps my way of dealing with the fact that I wanted to be with Sam climbing rather than working night shift. I left as dejected as I went in.

Two days later I was told to report to the duty officer in the guardhouse where I was told that I had to go to Rhinedalen to identify Sam’s body as it had been flown back from  Spain. Apparently he has belaying Hose on the third pitch when Hose dislodged a stone which plummeted down in accordance with Newton’s law and lodged in Sam’s head when it penetrated the spare climbing helmet he borrowed from Hose as it was better than his own.

Sam was brought up in residential child care homes as he was abandoned as a baby by his unmarried mother. He had no family and as he and I had been together since our training days, I was the next best thing to family so I had to go to the morgue and officially identify him. I hated the drive to Rhinedalen, I hated the doctor who met me and I hated the smell of the morgue but I hated death even more.

Sam was buried in the Military cemetery in Germany with just a few friends around. For the next few months if not years, I felt emotionally empty. All my climbing partners were gone within a six month period. I was angry at everybody and everything including each of them in turn. Angry for deserting me, leaving me to cope with this void within me through the loss of so many close friends, grieving alone and without comfort, something rarely acknowledged outside family members. 

My social climbing circle had diminished. No more enjoyable rescue call outs with Milky Bar Kid’s humour to keep us going in times of stress and hardship, no more Chalky to get us those things we needed but never had the knack of securing it, no matter what it was, and certainly no more classic rock climbs with a good, safe reliable partner in Geordy Brown and no more near misses and close encounters on rock with Sam which was so much our forte when climbing together. 

All gone, replaced with emptiness. Alone with my sorrow, my loss, my living emptiness, left with just memories that are fading fast as the years roll by and the list is added to with friends who have since Sam come and gone as death took them long before their time – Rupert, Dave, Slim, Andy, Shep and Mick. 

This was not how I intended my life to be, losing all my friends as I safely passed through my own chequered life. I wanted revenge but did not know on what or whom, just revenge. I gave away all my climbing gear and vowed never to climb again nor to drink alcohol.

Has my thinking changed about life, death, fate, destiny etc? Not really although I still prefer to ‘sit on the fence’ when it comes to stating fact about what I believe in or do not believe in. It still amazes me when I think of all those friends who have had their life ended prematurely in relation to the many times I myself have faced possible death, walked away from it unscathed physically, and, of the dreams I still hold onto from the past and which mixes with new ones that appear inside my head almost everyday.

Where do such dreams come from? What is their purpose? Are they a guide for us to follow with free will and free choices being presented along the way?  Are these free choices and free will invaded by a dark side or do we all have both good and bad inside of us and it is ‘opportunity’ or ‘fate’ that dictates the decision we take? Does it really matter?

Whatever the explanation is for life or death and the part in between, I have no regrets about the path I have taken and whilst I accept and acknowledge that I have done some things which many would condemn as criminal, irresponsible, dangerous even deliberately life threatening, I am ready to meet any maker and stand with head high, but not just yet though!

Living life to the full? Absolutely. Any advice to give? Live your own life to the full – be yourself – do not sell your soul – expect the unexpected and be safe.
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