Never Pack an Ice Axe: A Chilling Tale of Love,
Loss, and the Dark Side of Mountaineering

In the realm of mountaineering, where the allure of towering peaks and the
thrill of the ascent beckon, there exists a long-held tradition: never pack an
ice axe. This unwritten rule, steeped in superstition and fear, has been
passed down through generations of climbers, a haunting reminder of the
dark side that lurks beneath the beauty of the mountains.
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Yet, as with all legends, the truth behind this enigmatic prohibition remains
shrouded in mystery. Is it merely a superstitious tale, born out of fear and
misfortune, or does it hold a grain of truth?

This article delves into the chilling tale behind the tradition of never packing
an ice axe, exploring its origins, the tragic events that have shaped its
legacy, and the psychological factors that have influenced its survival in the
modern era of mountaineering.

The Origins of the Tradition

The origins of the tradition of never packing an ice axe are lost in the
annals of mountaineering history, but its roots can be traced back to the
early days of the sport, when climbing equipment was rudimentary and the
risks were far greater.

In those days, ice axes were considered a necessary tool for conquering
icy slopes and treacherous couloirs. However, they were also heavy and
cumbersome, adding an extra burden to the climber's already heavy pack.

As mountaineers pushed the limits of their abilities, accidents became more
common. And with each tragedy, the belief grew that ice axes were
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somehow cursed, bringing bad luck to those who carried them.

The Cursed Axe: A Tale of Tragedy

One of the most infamous incidents that helped solidify the tradition of
never packing an ice axe occurred in the Swiss Alps in 1865. A group of
climbers, led by the renowned alpinist Edward Whymper, set out to conquer
the formidable Matterhorn.

Whymper's party was well-equipped, and each climber carried an ice axe.
However, as they ascended the mountain, one of the climbers lost his axe.
Undeterred, they continued their climb, only to be met with tragedy.

As they reached the summit, the weather turned treacherous. A violent
storm erupted, and the climbers were forced to descend in haste. In the
chaos of the descent, four of the climbers fell to their deaths, including
Whymper's closest friend, Lord Francis Douglas.

The tragedy of the Matterhorn cast a long shadow over the mountaineering
community. Many believed that the lost ice axe had cursed the party,
leading to their untimely demise.

In the aftermath of the disaster, the tradition of never packing an ice axe
became even more ingrained in the psyche of climbers. It was seen as a
way to honor the memory of those who had lost their lives and to avoid
repeating the same tragic fate.

The Psychological Factors

Beyond the superstitious beliefs and tragic events that have shaped the
tradition of never packing an ice axe, there are also psychological factors



that have contributed to its survival.

For climbers, an ice axe is a symbol of power and control. It represents the
ability to conquer vertical terrain, to ascend to the heavens, and to
overcome the challenges of nature.

However, this power comes with a price. An ice axe can also be a weapon,
a tool of destruction. In the wrong hands, it can cause serious injury or
even death.

The tradition of never packing an ice axe serves as a reminder of this
duality. It is a way for climbers to acknowledge the risks of the sport and to
maintain a healthy respect for the mountains.

Breaking the Tradition: The Modern Era

In recent years, the tradition of never packing an ice axe has gradually
been challenged by a new generation of climbers. As equipment has
improved and safety standards have increased, climbers have become
more confident in their ability to manage the risks of mountaineering.

Today, many climbers choose to carry ice axes, even on relatively easy
routes. They recognize that an ice axe can be a valuable tool, providing
additional security and support in certain conditions.

However, the tradition of never packing an ice axe still holds sway in some
circles of the mountaineering community. It serves as a reminder of the
inherent dangers of the sport and the importance of humility and respect.

The tradition of never packing an ice axe is a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon. It is rooted in superstition, fear, tragedy, and psychological



factors.

While the tradition has gradually waned in recent years, it remains a
powerful reminder of the dark side of mountaineering and the importance of
respecting the mountains. Whether or not climbers choose to pack an ice
axe, they must always remain aware of the risks and proceed with caution.

For in the realm of mountaineering, the mountains hold the power of life
and death, and the smallest of decisions can have eternal consequences.
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