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Ferdl Taxböck is a man of many talents and several trades. A native of Austria, he became an agricultural
technician, embracing the finer techniques of plowing fields, harvesting crops, raising livestock and planting
trees. As a geologist he travelled to remote sites as far north as Ellesmere Island, and he’s a life-long member
of the Association of Professional Engineers, Geologists and Geophysicists of Alberta.
But central to his core, Ferdl Taxböck has always been a climber. As a bold young man he climbed at the
highest grades of difficulty in Italy’s Dolomites and made a first winter ascent in the Swiss Alps. In Alberta’s
Rockies he made the first ascent of The Fold with Rudi Kranabitter.
A member of Austria’s guiding association since 1966/67, and an ACMG member since 1968, Ferdl
guided glaciologist Gerald Holdsworth to triangulate the precise height of Canada’s highest peak, Mount
Logan. Working for Hans Gmoser’s Canadian Mountain Holidays he guided climbers in B.C.’s Bugaboos
and up the Canadian Rockies’ highest, Mount Robson. With Kranabitter he guided a group to North
America’s highest summit, Alaska’s Denali. And for many years Ferdl has guided guests of the Alpine Club
of Canada’s General Mountaineering Camp and of the camp he helped create, the ACC’s 55 Plus Camp.
An energetic husband, father and grandfather, Ferdl Taxböck delights in sharing his skills and enthusiasm
for the mountains, traits which make him the ideal Patron of the 2012 Mountain Guides Ball.
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please contact the National Office of the Alpine Club of Canada.
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Introduction
O

ne of the first things a person notices upon meeting Ferdl Taxböck is his smile.
Quite simply, that’s because more often than not, he’s smiling.
With Ferdl, his smile is not just the shape his mouth makes, but a feeling of happiness and mirth he shares with everyone he encounters. Add to that a good-natured
and slightly mischievous twinkle in his eye.
Thankfully, Ferdl’s smile is contagious.
Last winter I was fortunate enough to ski with Ferdl and his wife, Heather, for a
week at Campbell Icefield, along with lodge co-owner, ACMG Mountain Guide
Bernie Schiesser. Skiing at Campbell Icefield is always a treat, but sharing conversation
skinning up through lovely high alpine terrain, whooping and hooting at the joy of
making fresh powder turns and laughing at the dinner table is always many more times
delightful in the company of seasoned mountain guides who enthusiastically share
stories pulled from seemingly bottomless rucksacks full of hilarious and entertaining
mountain adventures.
Like so many of Canada’s mountain guides who immigrated from Europe, Ferdl
arrived in this country with barely a pocketful of cash, completely unaware his landing
point wasn’t anywhere near our gorgeous Rocky Mountains, and unable to speak a word
of English either.
Now, after coming to know Ferdl, I don’t doubt his genuine, affable nature helped
him a long way toward a successful, rewarding and happy life in western Canada.
Not long after that ski week, while recording some of Ferdl’s stories for this booklet,
he told me one of his favourite rock routes was the Northeast Ridge of Ha Ling Peak,
the landmark prow that overlooks my hometown of Canmore, Alberta. No sooner had I
mentioned that I’d never done that climb, Ferdl jumped at the opportunity.
“You’ve never been up Chinaman’s?” he exclaimed, calling the mountain by its
original name before it was changed to honour the man who made the first recorded
ascent up its gentler south side slopes. “I’ll take you!”
In addition to being a lively companion on the route, Ferdl was a skilled and relaxed
mountain guide, leading the rope around airy corners, across smooth slabby sections and
cruising up steep face moves with the ease and competence only a lifetime of climbing
can impart.
And as we sat out a shower in a cave on the approach, at each belay and on the
summit we had all to ourselves on a mid-week August afternoon, Ferdl had plenty of
stories and laughter to share along with his guiding skills.
So, here on these pages, are but a few of Ferdl Taxböck’s entertaining stories.
—Lynn Martel
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A slow boat to Mexico

F

erdinand (Ferdl) Taxböck was born on June
15, 1942, in Vienna, Austria, the fourth child
of Ferdinand and Gertraud (Traudl) Taxböck.
Energetic “Ferdi” was always keen to play with
his brother, Andreas (Anderl), and two sisters,
Elisabeth (Lisa) and Franziska (Franzi), but they
had their own ideas and often hid on their little
brother leaving him to play alone. Good natured
from the start, little Ferdi took it all in stride.
The family lived in Eichkogelsiedlung, a town
that was constructed outside Vienna during World
War II to support a factory that built airplane
parts. Though he was a very young boy, Ferdl does
have memories from when Vienna was bombed
some fifty-two times between 1942 and 1945.
“The main memory I have is the sound of the
airplanes when they came down, the ka-boom,”
Ferdl recalled. “It was very scary. Every time we
heard that sound our parents said ah! Go in the
basement!”
Growing up in a region far from any real
mountains, walking up to the nearest high point
on a Sunday afternoon, Eichkogel, just 366 metres
above sea level, represented an ambitious undertaking. Like all kids of that era though, Ferdl and
his siblings played outside with their friends, with
not just their mother’s blessing, but her insistence.
At the age of ten, Ferdl’s life changed drastically when his mother, Traudl, became ill and was
hospitalized. Knowing the end was near, Ferdl Sr.
sent his young son to live with his good friend,
Emil Hatschka, in Tullnerbach, west of Vienna.

Gertraud Taxböck stands proudly with her four children (from left) Ferdi, Anderl,
Franzi and Elisabeth, winter 1949.
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Newlyweds Gertraud and Ferdinand Taxböck,
Spain, 1932

There, Ferdl began the semester in the new school
just a few weeks before his mother died.
It was while living in Tullnerbach that Ferdl was
introduced to skiing.
“Right behind the school was a hill, and we
learned to telemark,” Ferdl said. “I was eleven. And
that’s just about the last time I tried telemarking!”
Traudl’s tragic death generated a lot of disruption in the lives of the Taxböck family. Ferdl was
sent to a Catholic boarding school in Krems for
the 1953/54 school year. Elisabeth, nine years
Ferdl’s senior, was already working in Vienna,
while Anderl was studying to be a construction
foreman. Franzi, three years older than Ferdl, was
away at boarding school studying home economics.
In 1954, Ferdl Sr., who was fluent in Spanish
and a long time employee of the Dutch company
Philips, manufacturer of x-ray machines, was
offered the position of director of Philips in
Mexico. While Ferdl Sr. moved to Mexico on
his own, Ferdl was sent to live on his uncle’s
farm, Hintereck, a family farm in Austria. He
happily pursued many adventures on the farm,
and attended a single-room, multi-grade country
school with twelve other students of various ages.
In April 1955, Ferdl, Elisabeth and Franzi
boarded a ship in Genova, Italy and over four
weeks sailed to Veracruz on Mexico’s Gulf Coast.
“It was a freighter; we stopped in various
ports—Cadiz and Tenerife in Spain, then
Venezuela, Cuba and finally Vera Cruz, Mexico,”
Ferdl recalled. “My father picked us up there and
we drove to Mexico City to our new home.”
For the next three years, Ferdl lived in Mexico
City. Attending Colegio Aleman, a German
school, he studied in German and Spanish,

developing a good command of Spanish, which he
still speaks with slight Austrian accent.
Two friends and colleagues of Ferdl Sr., Paul
and Liesl Loewe, took an interest in Ferdl. The
eldest of their two sons, Ricardo, and Ferdl quickly
became friends, as they were close in age. (Ricardo
later married Ferdl’s sister, Franzi.) The Loewe
family owned a piece of land in Tepoztlan, about
an hour from Mexico City, where they kept horses.
Ferdl was quite thrilled to be invited to visit.
“I had my own horse there, Lone Ranger. It was
fun!” Ferdl recalled. “I really enjoyed Tepoztlan! We
spent the holidays there and I became a Boy Scout.”
The cliffs around Tepoztlan were comprised
of rotten rock which also harboured scorpions
and rattlesnakes, but that didn’t deter Ferdl and
Richard from scrambling up them, and they
explored the countryside freely with enthusiasm.
While in school in Mexico City however, Ferdl
and Richard began skipping school and spending
days in Chapultepec Park, canoeing and exploring.
“After we had skipped for a few days, we wrote
excuses to each others’ schools,” Ferdl said. “And it
worked well for a while.”
Eventually Ferdl Sr. was surprised when the

Ferdl practices his crafty
gambling skills while
studying at agricultural
college, 1961.

school called to say Ferdl had been absent for
three weeks.
“But he leaves the house every morning,” Ferdl
Sr. had replied. Ferdl had skipped too much school.
The party was over.
“Poor father, now I understand, a teenage boy
who doesn’t go to school,” Ferdl said. “What do
you do with him? My father had to work. I was
put on the ship again and sent back to Austria.”
Just before Christmas 1957, fifteen-year-old Ferdl
spent another four weeks on an ocean journey, docking in Antwerp, Belgium in early 1958. From there
he rode the train to Vienna and back to Uncle Emil’s.

Apprentice in dirt and on rock

F

or the following two years, Ferdl apprenticed
on two different farms in Austria as was
required in preparation for him to attend
agricultural college. While it had been his father’s
decision that he should follow the agriculture
trade, Ferdl never questioned nor objected to the
choice.
“I liked farms, because my uncle had a farm. It
was fun, with animals and plants and everything
else. I didn’t question it,” he said. “And my father
knew I couldn’t skip school. I would be in a
boarding school and it was REALLY a boarding
school!”
In 1959 Ferdl enrolled in the Hoehere
Bundeslehranstalt fur Alpine Landwirtschaft
agricultural college in Raumberg, Steiermark.
He spent the next four years learning all aspects
of farming—farming on steep, hilly terrain, how
to run various machinery, how to grow potatoes,
peas, wheat and other grains, how to raise

chickens, pigs, cows and sheep. He also learned
forestry practices, including how and when to
plant trees and to harvest them.

Ferdl learned all the
tricks of farming,
forestry and raising
livestock at this Austrian
agricultural college.
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In his second year as a farm apprentice, Ferdl
became friends with one of the other young men
at the farm, Klaus Hoi. Klaus was from the nearby
town of Liezen in the Upper Enns Valley, situated
between the mountain ranges of Dachstein and
Gesaeuse.
“For some reason Klaus thought I should climb
Grimming, the mountain right behind the college
farm,” Ferdl recalled.
At 2351 metres, the climb was a “hard
scramble.”
In those days though, Ferdl suffered from
asthma and climbing the mountain caused him
difficulty breathing.
“Just before the summit, I told myself - I don’t
need this. I felt black, it was not fun,” Ferdl said.
“Klaus said, ‘come on, you’ll enjoy it’. So finally
I made it up there and it was fun. I was proud of
it. And after that he dragged me up quite a few
mountains.”

W

Ferdl keeps his cool on a bold winter ascent of
Grimming, 1962.
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Klaus and Ferdl hang for a moment during a winter
ascent of the south ridge of Grimming, 1964.

hile their ascent of Grimming didn’t require a rope, the mountains the
pair climbed together grew in size, difficulty and commitment. For two
young men accustomed to the physical labour and energy demands of
farm work, climbing mountains was a fun activity and neither of them was
bothered by exposure. At the time of their first climb together, Klaus was already
an experienced climber. Later Klaus would go on to become one of the most
recognized and highly accomplished climbers and mountain guides in Austria.
Ferdl has often wondered why Klaus invited him to go climbing in the first
place.
“For some reason, he took me,” Ferdl said. “I asked him why? And he said, ‘I
like you.’”
While Klaus was his steadfast climbing partner, Ferdl also climbed with
other Austrian friends, particularly Hugo Stelzig, Helmut Hoerner and Walter
Almberger, with all of whom he remains in contact.
Through their entire four years at agricultural college, Klaus and Ferdl
ventured off climbing every chance they had. While the principal of the school
was not thrilled with their choice of recreational activity, Ferdl’s Uncle Emil,
who was entrusted with his care and well-being, told the principal he was
absolutely fine with his interest in climbing.
“He allowed me to go climbing,” Ferdl said decades later, with gratitude.
Over the course of two summers, Ferdl earned money by working on his
Uncle Leopold’s farm as well as on the farm of Gela, Leopold’s sister-in-law.
By their final summer at college, Ferdl and Klaus were climbing daily and
Ferdl’s skills steadily progressed.
“By that time it was hard climbing, the hardest climbing we could do at
that time, which was aid climbing,” he recalled. “At that time the local difficult
grade was 5.7; that was the hardest free climbing. After that it became aid
climbing, with stirrups and pitons.”

Like Klaus, Ferdl revelled in the activity.
“I loved it because you forgot about everything
else. It was enjoyable; it was free,” he said. “There
was nobody there to tell you anything; it was your
own life. And being physically active was enjoyable
too.”
As their keenness didn’t wane with the change
of seasons, in wintertime their biggest challenge
lay in trying to access the climbs they wanted to
do. Ferdl hadn’t learned to ski.
“So, I needed skis,” Ferdl recalled. “Going up on
skis was fine, but going down was terrible. That
was the most dangerous part of the whole climb.”

Basic training

I

n 1963 Ferdl graduated as an Agricultural
Technician. Before he could move into the
working world however, like all young men in
Austria of the era, Ferdl and Klaus were required
to serve nine months in the army. Their stint
kicked off with six weeks in basic training, where
they learned to march and “play in the dirt”, which
was followed by six weeks of special training.
For his special training, Ferdl decided he was
interested in learning communications, which
included using a radio. During his last six months
in the army he trained to be a soldier, ready in
case of enemy attack or to help out in case of

Standing right behind the college farm, Grimming, 2351 metres, was Ferdl’s first
peak.

emergency, such as a flood or other major disaster.
Of their army experience, Ferdl recalled, “They
handed me a machine gun. I said I didn’t know
anything about that. They said, ‘your name is
Taxböck? Here is your machine gun.’ Klaus was
made machine gunner number two; he had to
carry all the ammunition. They were these big
heavy bags, I don’t know how many rounds. They
were heavy!”
Since Klaus and Ferdl had been successful in
sticking together during their army service, they
took full advantage of their base’s proximity to the
Dolomites right across the border in northern Italy.

For Ferdl, top right,
mandatory time in the
Austrian Army provided
opportunities to keep fit
for weekend climbing
adventures.
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L

ooking forward to their days off, the two young
men pooled their money and acquired a motor
bike, which they piloted south every free
weekend to Cortina, across the Italian border.
“It was illegal because we were not allowed to
leave the country,” Ferdl explained. “So we took all
our markings off. After several weeks, the border
guards stopped us, and they said, ‘oh, look, the
army’s coming back’. They didn’t care; they let us
go climbing there.”
In the Dolomites the pair climbed “lots of
memorable routes.”
One of the more difficult climbs they accomplished was an aid ascent of Diretissima, on the
north face of the central tower, Cima Grande,
of the Tre Cime di Lavaredo (Three Towers),
considered an extremely difficult technical route
at that time. Together with a third friend, Walter
Almberger, they filmed the climb on a “regular
8” black and white camera for Luis Trenker, a
well-known south Tyrolean filmmaker.
Another route they climbed was the Yellow
Edge on the south pillar of Cime Piccola. They
also made the first ascent on the south face of the
central tower, Cime Grande.
“We climbed it in the winter time and I don’t
think it has been repeated,” Ferdl said. “It was
solidly frozen, but in summertime it’s just loose
rock.”

Ferdl shows off his sporty new motorbike for Uncle Emil in Tullnerbach, Austria,
circa 1960.
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Ferdl, left, Rainer Göschl and Klaus, in rear, rack up
in the Dolomites, 1965.

The intrepid duo climbed in other areas too,
including Marmolada and the Rosengarten Group
in Italy’s Dolomites.
After nine long months, their army service was
over. When asked what he learned most from the
experience, Ferdl thought for a moment. First, he
said, he learned how to take apart and reassemble
his machine gun. And second, he became skilled at
the art of avoiding work.
“As long as you showed that you were busy—
walking fast—they didn’t do anything,” Ferdl
explained. “If you sat around, then they found a job
for you. Move that pile of dirt from here to there,
and from there to here.”
While Ferdl and Klaus were happy to be done
with the army, they were also well aware of their
value to the corps.
“They wanted to keep us of course, because
we were fit soldiers,” Ferdl said. “Physically,
they couldn’t wear us down; we were the fittest
soldiers there. They made us march—that didn’t
faze us.”
If anything, being soldiers, singing songs
as they marched through town simply helped
the two young men maintain their fitness for
climbing.

O

nce out of the army, Ferdl began working as an agricultural technician at a
research station, which was conveniently located next to the college. That
made it easy for him to continue to climb with Klaus on the weekends.
Soon afterward Klaus earned his Austrian mountain guide’s license, but since
Ferdl couldn’t ski that option wasn’t available to him. After about a year, Klaus,
who was working as a ski instructor at Planner Alm, a mountain close to the
nearby town of Irdning, asked Ferdl if he’d be interested in working as a ski
instructor.
“You know I don’t know how to ski! Klaus said ‘don’t worry about it,’” Ferdl
recalled. “So I quit my job with the government, which would have had a
lifetime of security.”
Every morning, before Ferdl was scheduled to instruct a group, Klaus would
demonstrate the lesson Ferdl was expected to teach his charges, who were
naturally, beginners. The program worked well for two winters.
“And that’s how I learned to ski,” Ferdl said. “At the end of two winters I
knew how to ski properly, so I could pass my guide’s exam.”

T

hat same year, Ferdl also applied for a work visa for Canada, but right
before he was scheduled to begin his guide’s exam he broke his wrist while
training on pulley systems in preparation for the exam.
Ferdl knew how to look good on a pair of skis
before he actually learned how to make turns.
“My buddy, Volkar Baumgartner, pulled me up on the cliff and just before
Irdning region, Grimming in background, circa
I reached his ledge, I heard click and I fell backwards,” Ferdl recalled. Ferdl
early 1960s.
knew something had gone wrong right away, but didn’t worry because he knew
Volkar would catch him and arrest any fall.
“But then he came head first, right after me!”
Ferdl described. “So down we went, ten, fifteen
metres at least. There were big boulders beneath
me, but luckily I didn’t hit those. The rest of it
was a fairly steep grass slope. I broke my wrist, he
broke his arm.”
While he couldn’t work as a guide, despite
having a cast on his arm Ferdl worked as a porter,
carrying supplies to a hut. The cast didn’t stop
him from climbing in his free time either, as he
continued to partner up with Klaus.
“The cast went only to here, so I could use my
fingers,” Ferdl explained.
He just didn’t lead, but as his healing improved
he did manage some solo climbs.
Fortunately he was able to sign up for his guide’s
exam that fall, and he earned his certification as a
member of the Association of Austrian Mountain
and Ski Guides (Verband der Österreichischen
Berg und Schiführer).
Thereafter, Ferdl rented a room in the small
town of Admont as his base from where he guided
clients in Austria’s Tyrolean Alps, Dachstein and
Gesaeuse and in Italy’s Dolomites.
Even a broken arm didn’t deter Ferdl from climbing!
He was a working Austrian mountain guide.

Ferdl Taxböck’s Life on the Edge
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A small difference in scale

T

he primary reason behind Ferdl’s desire to
work in Canada was that it would provide a
means to visit his father in Mexico. By then
Ferdl Sr. had retired to the small house he’d built
in Tepoztlan. Ferdl simply couldn’t afford to fly
to Mexico and back from Austria, but he knew
if he was working somewhere in North or South
America, he’d be able to afford the journey. So he
applied for visas to the U.S., Peru, Chile, Mexico
and Canada.
“Canada was the only country to give me a
working visa, without any question, really,” Ferdl
said. “All I had to do was have an x-ray of my chest
to make sure I didn’t have tuberculosis.”
He’d already been accepted before he broke his
wrist, so he reapplied again the following year.
On November 10, 1967, Ferdl landed in Regina,
Saskatchewan intent on working as a farm hand.
“It was not very far from the mountains, I
thought. Just a couple of inches on the map,” he
recalled. Of course, Ferdl hadn’t realized the difference in scale between the maps of Canada and
those of Austria. “Then once I got here I realized
there is a big scale difference!”
To this day Ferdl hasn’t forgotten stepping off
the plane, looking around at his surroundings and
asking himself, “What am I doing here?”
Arriving on the Friday of the Remembrance
Day holiday weekend, he had to wait until Tuesday
before he could visit the immigration and manpower centre to apply for a job. Rapidly running
short of money, he lied about how much money he
actually had.

Ferdl admires the
expansive, flat landscape
of his new Canadian
prairie home near
Claresholm, Alberta, 1968.
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“I had about fifty bucks in my pocket, no job
and I didn’t speak the language,” he recalled.
“The woman asked me about my hobbies. I said
skiing and climbing. And she said, ‘what are you
doing here?’”
To Ferdl’s great fortune, the woman at the
centre told him to take the bus to Calgary, and
he did that, right away. Within a few days he’d
found a job in Claresholm building trailers at the
Safeway trailer factory. It was a minimum wage
job, but the work was good and he was especially
grateful to be working indoors since he’d frozen
his feet pretty badly earlier that year. That mishap
had occurred on his only climb in Switzerland—a
first winter ascent on Piz Roseg. While enjoying
a week off from guiding in the Tyrol, a friend
had suggested they climb a route on Piz Roseg.
Unfortunately, Ferdl had been wearing cheap,
poor quality boots.
While Ferdl felt blessed to be working, he
admits being a young man in a foreign land where
he didn’t speak the language was challenging.
“That’s when I started learning English,” he said.
“Looking back in my diary - it was a little bit scary.
I had no money, no English language skills and I
was very far from home. What do you do?”
He continued searching for work in the agricultural field, like he had been doing at home, but
he had no luck. Unfortunately, not only could he
not speak English, but he didn’t have the requisite
university degree, only a college diploma.
Then in January 1968, while living in
Claresholm and endeavoring to improve his

English, he mentioned to his boss that he wanted
to learn proper English. At the factory, he worked
alongside an immigrant whose command of
English was limited to pretty much one word,
which began with the letter f. It took a little while
for Ferdl to learn what that word meant, but as
soon as he did he decided that was definitely not
the English he wanted to learn. After speaking
with his boss, the man connected him with his
son’s teacher.
“This teacher was renting a house with two
other young women,” Ferdl said. “They were very
nice.” One Saturday evening, there was a party at
the English teacher’s house. Amidst the group at
the gathering, Ferdl noticed a new girl.
“There was a girl who came from another town,
from Vulcan,” he said. “She was a cute girl, and I
fell in love with her. Her name was Heather.”
In addition to being cute, Heather was also
kind and generous enough to help Ferdl improve
his English by correcting him in conversation, for
which he was enormously grateful. His language
skills improved quickly.
Naturally, falling in love with a Canadian girl,
however, had not been part of his plan.
“I didn’t want to stay more than two years in
Canada,” he said. “I bet friends in Austria I would
be back guiding in Austria in two years. I bet a few
cases of beer—I lost!”
With Heather’s help, Ferdl found a farming job
near Vulcan. The owner didn’t live on the farm,
so Ferdl was left on his own to plough and seed
the fields. About that time, Ferdl came across
a pamphlet advertising Canadian Mountain
Holidays guided mountain adventures.
“So I made contact with Hans Gmoser, the
boss,” Ferdl recalled. “I said to him I’m an Austrian
guide and told him how good I was.”
By chance, one of CMH’s guides, Lloyd “Kiwi”
Gallagher had just left for the summer to pursue
a big adventure in South America, leaving Hans
in need of a replacement. Ferdl met up with Hans
at the Canadian youth hostel office in Calgary
and was awarded the job. As soon as he finished
seeding on the farm in Vulcan, Ferdl started
guiding for CMH, working out of Banff and in
B.C.’s Bugaboos for the entire summer. He also
spent three weeks guiding with Leo Grillmair,
who was running the Alpine Club of Canada’s
General Mountaineering Camp at Lake O’Hara,

Ferdl poses proudly next to his new lightly-used 1958 Pontiac near Castle
Mountain in Banff National Park, 1968.

leading guests up Mounts Victoria, Odaray,
Huber and Lefroy.
“That was fantastic, I must say,” Ferdl admitted
with a smile. “Really nice.”
Come September he returned to the farm in
Vulcan to harvest what he had seeded. With his
earnings he was able to purchase a car, a two-toned
green 1958 Pontiac. It cost $300, which in those
days was a lot of money. As soon as he finished
harvesting, Ferdl filled up the gas tank, drove to
Vancouver and then headed south down the coast,
all the way to Mexico.
“I took three weeks to get there, I didn’t rush
on purpose,” he said. “I wanted to see the country
and it was really interesting. The size of the whole
continent is just crazy. I was getting used to it by
then—I had ridden the train to Vancouver the year
before, but still - the huge trees, the redwood forest
on the West Coast; that was spectacular. Then you
get into the desert, California, then down the coast
to Mexico - you see so much different land, it’s just
amazing.”
In Mexico he enjoyed a family reunion, as all
three of his siblings were there at the same time.
Ferdl stayed for three months, until he ran out of
money. Since his brother, Anderl, was working in
the U.S. at the time, the two left Tepoztlan and
travelled together as far as Denver, Colorado, from
where Ferdl continued north on his own.
“I arrived back in January and it was forty degrees
below!” he recalled. “It never went above zero
Fahrenheit for three weeks and coming back from
Mexico with a sunburn - that was not much fun.”
At least his next job was indoors, in a Calgary
warehouse.

Ferdl Taxböck’s Life on the Edge
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Three lists

W

hen Ferdl arrived back in Alberta from
Mexico, he knew the time had come to
make some big decisions.
“It was time to decide what to do with my life,”
he said. “I made a list with three countries; Mexico,
Austria, Canada. Plus minus, plus minus. Canada
won. I don’t know if I was good for Canada, but
Canada was good for me.”
Not only did he have a girlfriend he really liked,
but he was also enamoured with the beauty and
the culture of western Canada’s mountains.
“I just love the mountains and the relaxed way
it was,” Ferdl said. “The guidebook at that time for
the whole Rockies was only about ye size, and it
didn’t tell you much about anything except ‘that
face has been climbed’. Then you go out and find
your way, like a first ascent, more or less. That was
fantastic. Guiding was fun. Climbing mountains I
hadn’t been up before, with no line-ups, that was
great. Austria had line-ups.”
Over time the language became easier too, and
he became fluent in English.

Ferdl shows his style on steep snow and ice on the
first winter ascent of Piz Roseg in the Swiss Alps,
1967.
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While he really enjoyed guiding, he realized
guiding big peaks in Canada meant carrying a lot
of weight—a tent, a two-burner stove, sleeping
bag, climbing gear and an assortment of other
necessities. Ferdl knew his body wouldn’t hold up
to the demand over the long term. He also felt that
at that time, guiding could not provide a dependable level of financial security required to raise a
family.
So, he decided to enroll at the University of
Calgary. First, however, he signed up for evening
school to take chemistry and physics courses
in English. During the process, he discovered
geology. Over the course of his guiding career
he’d spent a lot of time in the mountains with a
number of geologists and had always found them
to be quite interesting.
“You climb in the mountains and you have all
these rocks in your hands—why not learn a little
bit about it?” he said.
During his summer breaks from studying at
the U of C, Ferdl continued to guide for CMH. In
the Bugaboos he was stationed at Boulder Camp
and on days he wasn’t guiding clients up the area’s
stellar granite spires, Hans put him and the other
guides to work at various tasks such as digging
holes to access the sewage line at the new Bugaboo
Lodge.
For a time Ferdl also worked from the ACC
Clubhouse in Banff, on the lower slopes of
Sulphur Mountain. From there he guided clients
up the Banff area classics, including Mounts Edith
and Louis and Mount Victoria above Lake Louise.
He guided for private clients too, sometimes on
short-term notice.
In the wintertime he started guiding ski
touring trips for the Calgary Ski Club after their
guide, Peter Fuhrmann, assumed the position of
head of Alpine Safety for Banff National Park.
With the ski club, Ferdl led day trips to objectives
such as Observation Peak, Crowfoot Mountain
and Mounts St. Piran, Hector and Field. Come
April he’d guide overnight adventures based out
of the ACC’s Stanley Mitchell Hut in Little Yoho
Valley, in those days made more accessible by
being able to drive up the Takakkaw Falls road as
far as the tight switchbacks. He also guided the
classic three-day Wapta Icefield ski traverse, and
out of Wheeler Hut in Glacier National’s Rogers
Pass area.

After Lake O’Hara in 1968, over the course of
four more summers he guided guests at GMCs in
the Ramparts of Jasper National Park’s Tonquin
Valley; in the Vowell Group adjacent B.C.’s
Bugaboos; the Lyells in the Rockies; and at Glacier
Lake in Banff National Park.
As a mature student, guiding worked well as a
part time job. When Hans needed a guide for a
week, Ferdl found he was able to defer an exam or
be excused from class.
“And then you come back with a sunburn,” he
recalled with a laugh. “I had to explain what I did
for work.”
Fortunately, he didn’t have to explain much to
one of his professors, Peter Gretener, who, being
Swiss was familiar with the guiding profession.
“He knew what a mountain guide did, but
nobody else knew,” Ferdl said. “He helped me out.
Later I guided Peter and his wife Vreni up Mount
Victoria.”

With fellow ACMG
mountain guide Murray
Toft (centre) scrutinizing,
Ferdl (left) demonstrates
the finer points of crevasse
self-rescue on the lower
Victoria Glacier in Banff
park, circa 1967.

Never yodel on a snow bridge

W

This 1971 CMH brochure featured Ferdl guiding a
group in the Bugaboos.

hile the guiding profession was not as
widely recognized in Canada as Ferdl
had been accustomed to in Austria, he
did appreciate the more relaxed client-guide
relationship.
“I was impressed by the way the Canadians are,”
he explained. “In Austria it was ‘Herr Doktor, Frau
Doktor’, and here it was Jim or Joe and you never
knew what title they had. I was amazed it would
take two days to find out he’s a lawyer, he’s a doctor.”
In 1968, Ferdl had become a member of the
Association of Canadian Mountain Guides. At
that time the ACMG was a young, largely informal
organization with less than two dozen members.
“Most of those members were Europeans—
Austrian, German, Swiss,” Ferdl said. “Bernie
Schiesser was one of the few Canadians, along
with John Gow, Bernie Royal, Charlie Locke and
Don Vockeroth. It was nice to see some natives,
not only foreigners with accents.”
While working for CMH, Ferdl sometimes
guided alongside Hans Gmoser. One of those
instances was unforgettable.
“Maybe I should mention, you shouldn’t yodel
when you’re on a snow bridge,” Ferdl began.

Ferdl Taxböck’s Life on the Edge

13

Ferdl struts his stuff for his lovely wife, Heather, atop volcanic peak Nevado de
Toluca, Mexico, 1972.

“Hans did that once. I was behind him, climbing
Marmolata.”
Hans and Ferdl had clients roped up behind
them as they approached the north face of
Marmolata. Walking about 200 metres ahead of
Ferdl, Hans arrived at the bergschrund where a
snow bridge led across to the rock of Marmolata’s
base.

“He just walked over from the glacier onto the
rock on Marmolata and yodelled,” Ferdl recalled. “I
look up and he disappeared on me. Then his clients
hollered for help. He had fallen back onto the
glacier, with a big boulder on top of him.”
Ferdl hurried to the site with his guests. He saw
Hans’ face, but no more—the rest of his body was
trapped under a boulder the size of a small car.
Ferdl sent three guests back to Boulder Camp to
radio Bugaboo Lodge and call for a helicopter,
instructing the rest of the guests to clear out a
platform for the helicopter to land.
Then he started digging out Hans, who was
conscious, but in a lot of pain. Ferdl administered
some morphine, which in those days guides carried. Recognizing the seriousness of the situation,
very carefully Ferdl began digging around Hans, a
task that would take a few hours.
“I didn’t want to dig too big a hole underneath
the boulder into the snow,” he explained. “If the
whole thing fell while I’m crawling underneath
there, that’s my end for sure. So I dug just
enough around him that I could get in to the
end of the boulder to get the foot, and I didn’t

Heather Taxböck

H

eather McKenzie grew up in Coronation,
Alberta, eldest of three children. She
graduated from the University of Alberta
with a bachelor of science in nursing, which
led to her work in the rural town of Vulcan as
Public Health Nurse for the Foothills Health
Unit. Later living in Calgary, she worked for the
Calgary General Hospital School of Nursing.
Heather remembers meeting Ferdl at a party
thrown by some of her friends.
“He seemed to stand out; he had such a
friendly manner about him,” she recalled. Having
always enjoyed outdoor activities, she’d tried
skiing while working in Montreal the year before.
“I was a beginner, and Ferdl was an
instructor,” she said. Better still, she had a car, so
they drove to Westcastle (now Castle Mountain
Resort) many weekends where he helped her
improve her skills.
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While Heather enjoyed hiking, mountaineering and rock climbing were new to her, and
she remembers Ferdl taking her on her first
rock climb, Unnamed on Yamnuska. When she
struggled on an overhang near the top of the
route, Ferdl “just about hauled me up,” she said.
“Then on the summit he said run! There was a
thunderstorm coming, so after we got down to a
safe place he explained it to me.”
Heather enjoyed embarking on longer and
more demanding hikes with Ferdl, and she
appreciated being introduced to climbing too.
“I found it interesting to stretch my abilities,”
she said. “And I was certainly intrigued by his
ability.”
Ferdl and Heather were married in
Coronation on May 15, 1971. Ferdl’s father,
Ferdl Sr., and his sister, Franzi, travelled from
Mexico for the small prairie town wedding.

find the other foot, so that was interesting. Then
I realized the other foot was at a right angle to
the boulder. I had to take that out. I gave him
another injection of morphine, and I said, ‘Hans,
that’s going to hurt you a little bit now.’ I didn’t
tell him what I found at the end of the boulder,
to keep him calm, but he was calm anyway. He
couldn’t move.”
Eventually with the help of a couple of the
guests, Ferdl was able to move Hans out from
under the boulder. His leg was severely broken,
so Ferdl fashioned a splint and covered him with
warm clothes. Laying him on a bivy bag, they
carried Hans down to the prepared helipad. While
they waited for the helicopter to arrive, Ferdl
realized the late hour meant they might have to
spend the night on the glacier. Leaving Hans
in the care of some of the stronger guests, Ferdl
began hiking with the rest of the clients toward
Boulder Camp, planning to return with Leo to the
glacier with sleeping bags and food. They didn’t
get far however, before he heard a helicopter, so he
quickly returned to the helipad and helped load
Hans into the machine.

Suffering a broken tibia, fibula, arm and nose,
Hans was confined to Calgary General Hospital
for four weeks.
One of the other times Ferdl guided with Hans
was on Mount Robson, along with fellow guide
Rudi Gertsch. Each of the guides was leading
two clients on their rope, but before long Rudi
decided his clients weren’t up to the climb and
turned around. Hans and Ferdl continued leading
up the Hourglass route, summiting around noon
on a clear day. On the descent, Hans rappelled to
the Schwatz Ledges, with Ferdl and his clients
following.
“I was glad Hans knew the route,” Ferdl admitted. “I wouldn’t have had any clue.”
Ferdl continued to guide for CMH until 1976.
“Hans never demanded more from us guides
than what he would do,” Ferdl said. “He was
a hard worker and he expected that from us
too. I learned from him that the clients are the
important part of the whole situation, that I
have to take care of them and give them a good
time, a safe time. That was really key: that they
had a good holiday.”

Rock hunter

I

n May 1974, when Ferdl graduated from
University of Calgary with a BSc in geology, he
already knew that working as a geologist would
provide him with memorable adventures.
As a geology student, Ferdl had worked for a
mining consulting company called Geophoto collecting samples in the Yukon’s Ogilvie Mountains
and the Cassiar Mountains of Northern B.C., as
well as Ellesmere Island.
In the Yukon he was flown from Whitehorse
by a small jet plane to an old runway south of Old
Crow to search for minerals, mainly copper and
zinc. On most days he worked with a partner, but
one day he was working on his own.
The pilot had dropped him off a few hours
earlier and the two men had arranged for a rendezvous time and place for later in the day. Around
noon however, the pilot began circling above him,
hours early.

It’s impossible for Ferdl not to be smiling with such good weather guiding clients
for CMH on Bugaboo Spire.
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Ferdl shot off a green flare so the pilot could see
exactly where he was, and the pilot landed nearby.
“I stepped into the helicopter and we took
off,” Ferdl recalled. “We flew down the valley
where I was supposed to go, and 300 yards away
there was a nice grizzly mama and two little
cubs. She was on her hind feet, clawing at the
air at the chopper. We were too high for her of
course, but I thought, whoa, it would have been
interesting to meet her.
“Somebody was looking after me. By the time
you get the gun out of your pack, the grizzly is
usually a little bit faster.”
Another summer, while stationed in Eureka
working on Ellesmere, he spent days flying over
the far northern tundra looking for rock samples
that would indicate the possibility of minerals or
oil just below the ground surface. While he never
saw any bears there, he did see lots of muskox,
foxes and wolves. One day, while peering down
from the window of the Single Otter aircraft over
a landscape patch-worked with snowfields, Ferdl
noticed something different about one of the
snowfields.
“There appeared to be snowfields all over the
place, but one of the snowfields starting moving,”

he said. “Then I realized it was white hares. They
were all in bundles, a few hundred in each group.
There were thousands of them.”
Working on Ellesmere Island lasted three
months, living in a tent camp the entire time.
“The interesting thing up there was of course,
that the sun never goes down, it just goes around
in a circle,” he recalled. “The tallest plants are
about four inches, ten centimetres, and they are in
shallow creek beds.”
One day he found a fossilized tree trunk with
pieces scattered around a wide area.
While working at another job site in the Cassiar
Mountains of northern B.C., flying in and out of
their camp from the Alaska Highway, Ferdl and
his co-workers decided to visit a nearby pub for
a beer. Once inside they were informed they’d
have to order food in order to be served alcohol.
The group ordered a single bowl of fries to share.
When they returned the next time, the owner
served them a sandwich to share, in case the police
dropped by to make sure the liquor laws were
being obeyed.
“And when we left, the sandwich went back into
the freezer, and every time we went in for a beer,
the same sandwich came out.”

Plumb job on the nation’s roof

I

Working on location as an oil well site geologist, Ferdl mans the gas detector
unit, used to detect hydrocarbon (oil or gas) in the drilling fluid, circa 1976.
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n the summer of 1974, Ferdl was offered an
exceptionally desirable job.
He had some previous experience working
as a guide and instructor with geologists, teaching them how to move around on rock, how to
climb using a rope and how to lower someone.
The Vancouver office of the Geological Survey
of Canada (GSC) asked if he’d be interested
in travelling to the Kluane Range in southern
Yukon to work with several PhD geologists and
students. Gerald Holdsworth, a glaciologist at the
University of Calgary was planning to triangulate
the elevation of Mount Logan. When Ferdl was
asked if he would like to join Gerald, he didn’t
have to think long about that offer!
“I said, well, I don’t mind!” he said. “That would
be quite a nice job.”
Ferdl flew with Gerry and two other men by
fixed-wing aircraft to the base of Mount Logan’s

Ferdl endures his heavy pack allergy with a smile
while guiding clients up Denali in Alaska with Rudi
Kranabitter in 1984.

King’s Trench route. Before they had climbed as
high as King Col (4,000 metres/13,124 feet), one
of the men, Terry, was overcome by altitude sickness, suffering from a headache and shortness of
breath. All four men descended together, staying at
base camp for a day in hopes Terry would recover.
When his condition didn’t improve they called for
the plane to come pick him up and fly him out.
Once Terry was gone, Ferdl and the other two men
continued their ascent.
When they reached 5365 metres (17,600 feet)
they established their high camp right next to a
high altitude research station that was being run by
U.S. climbing and high altitude medicine legend,
Charlie Houston. For the next several weeks, Ferdl
carried the wooden tripod while Gerry carried a
theodolite as they travelled from peak to peak.
While Gerry and Ferdl were on the main peak
of Mount Logan, they became tent-bound just
below the summit in a ferocious storm that lasted
a week.
“We had a little tent, but we didn’t have enough
food,” Ferdl recalled. “So we were not allowed
to talk about food. It was getting to be less and

less every day, one meal at the most. Only once
a day we went outside, for everything else we
stayed inside. If you had to go outside, you had
your trousers down for two seconds and you were
frozen. It was not pleasant.”
Ferdl had a book with him, the incongruous
choice of a book about the life and death of Hitler.
“I’m no fan of Hitler, but we had something to
read. We ripped the book in half, one read the first
half, then switched around. We had something to
do.”
By the sixth day, Ferdl told Gerry they’d better
get out of there.
“I had a compass with me and I knew roughly
where we were, so on with the rope and down we
headed.” Ferdl recalled. “I was behind so I could
tell him where to go and nobody fell in a crevasse.
In front of that high camp there was a pole and
Gerry walked right into it. He said boy, how did
you do that? I said well, you are with a guide. But,
it was really not fun to steer down there with only
a compass; we had not known exactly where we
were.”
The descent took about five hours in a whiteout
and howling wind. Once they reached the high
camp, they offered their blood to Dr. Houston so
he might compare samples after they’d been at
higher altitude for such a long time with some he’d
taken earlier.
“We sold it to him for a meal,” Ferdl said. “There
was a cook there and we had three big plates of
good food. Two doctors had flown up from Kluane
Lake that day and they couldn’t even watch us eat,
being so sick from the altitude change. We were
just shovelling it in.”
After four weeks, Ferdl’s boss, Dick Campbell
from the GSC, called and requested that Ferdl
descend. Ferdl replied by telling him it would not
be safe for him to do so by himself, and that Gerry
had not yet finished his work. No problem, was the
reply, we’ll pick you up by helicopter.
“So the chopper came in and the pilot wanted
to do some picture taking with him in front of
the chopper,” Ferdl described. “He got out of the
machine, took three steps and there was about a
foot of snow, and all of a sudden he lunged back to
get his oxygen mask. He couldn’t breathe! We took
the picture afterwards.”
Ferdl came down just in time; Heather was due
to give birth on September 5. On September 11,
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1974, their daughter, Kathryn, was born.
Ferdl’s next job was as a geological technician
working for Core Lab on Alberta oil rigs, manning a machine called a hotwire that measured
hydrocarbon content in the drilling fluid. It was
his task to monitor the content and relay the info
to the geologists. He was working as a technician
near Rocky Mountain House, calling home every
day as Heather was expecting their second child.
One day he phoned home and Heather’s sister,
Jean, told him Heather was in the hospital having
her baby. On March 15, 1976 Ferdl drove the 320

kilometres south to Calgary to meet his hour-old
daughter, Barbara, then drove back to work in the
morning.
“She was already sucking her thumb,” he said.
Now a proud husband and father of two, Ferdl
took a job as a geological well site consultant.
After a year in the employ of an oil well consulting
company, he formed his own company, Terra Mont
Exploration Ltd. He secured work from various oil
companies, including Co-enerco, and did well site
geology at various locations throughout Alberta,
B.C. and Saskatchewan.

Barbara, Kathryn, Heather and Ferdl pose for a family photo in the mid-1980s.

Sitz harness and sticky shoes

I

n 1983, keen to spend more time closer to home
with his young daughters, Ferdl accepted a
position in Calgary as an operations geologist.
Three years later though, Alberta’s largely onetrack economy tanked as the price of oil dropped
below $10 a barrel. A full third of the company,
including Ferdl, was let go.
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“I was jobless,” he said. “I’d take anything.”
Rudi Kranabitter, a guide from Austria who
had come to Canada in 1973 to work for CMH,
had just started constructing his Mount Engadine
Lodge in Kananaskis Country. Ferdl picked up
a hammer and helped build it. He also took as
much guiding work as he could, and worked as

an examiner on the ACMG guides’ courses. At
that time, Kranabitter was the ACMG’s technical
director.
Examining aspiring guides, Ferdl discovered,
presented learning opportunities not just for the
candidates but also for himself, particularly as
techniques evolved in response to advances in
modern equipment.
Looking at a large framed photo hanging on
the Taxböck dining room wall of himself climbing
Yellow Pillar on the little tower of Tre Cime in
1965, Ferdl reflected on the evolution of climbing
gear he’s experienced first-hand.
“We were tied in with the rope around our
chest,” he said, referring to the image. “That was in
Austria. The Swiss were tied around the waist. If
you fall and you’re hanging around the waist, you
injure your kidneys. But of course, if you rope up
here [chest] and you fall, after five minutes, you
cannot raise your arms because the circulation to
your arms is cut off. So, it really didn’t matter.”
“So, before you rope up, you should decide who
is going to fall in,” he joked.
“When I took my guides course, we still roped
up around the chest but carried a sling which we
could make a sitz harness from. We had to train
to fall in, hang and put on the sitz harness quickly,
remembering that after five minutes, you could
not raise your arms. That is really fast. We cheated
sometimes; we had all the slings ready. Of course,
that’s how we walked on glaciers before they
brought in the sitz harness.”
The Austrian company, Edelweiss, introduced
the full-body harness around 1969, which essentially combined the chest and sitz harness.
“On the glacier, I still use a full body, because
I would be the first one to go. Knock wood, I fell
in only once and that was on purpose. That was
on the Columbia Icefield, with Hans Gmoser and
Rudi Gertsch. Hans was down in the crevasse with
his film camera, Rudi was belaying me and I was
supposed to fall in. And that bridge was so strong;
I thought it would collapse, but I had to jump on
it to go in.”
Modifications in gear however, weren’t limited
to harnesses.
“First you had nothing on the head, then we
had a toque, then we put a hankie underneath the
toque,” Ferdl described. “My first helmet was a
construction worker’s helmet. Then the shoes; we

climbed in heavy mountaineering boots which
were hard to free climb in. Then came small shoes
with grip—that changed everything. Even I can
climb harder stuff now.”
Ferdl still remembers his first experience with
small, sticky-soled shoes climbing with an alpine
guide exam candidate named Sharon Wood in
1983. He’d recently climbed in his old boots, and
was trying out his new modern shoes for the first
time.
“All of a sudden I had those sticky shoes,” Ferdl
recalled. “That was interesting. I didn’t have to
lead, of course, and the first two pitches I wasn’t
sure what these shoes would do to me. I was
expecting to slip. Then you get used to it. It was
quite neat.”
Sharon, he added, “knew exactly what her shoes
could do. She passed.”

Ferdl (second from left, facing camera) instructs
Morley Lertzman, Warner Boone and Martin Leistner
in crevasse rescue techniques on Bugaboo Glacier,
1975. Photo courtesy of R.G. Estock.
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Getting high

O

ver the years, Ferdl said, along with improvements and development in gear, there was
a steady evolution in course content and
proficiency levels on the guides’ courses.
“In the early days, it was really come for a
few days and if you’re a climber, you’re OK,” he
explained. “Afterwards it was two weeks; we went
through lessons of rescue, how to move, terrain
evaluation, belay methods, shoulder belay, then
shoulder cross—a very dangerous thing. You
cross two ropes and you had more friction, but
it strangled you. We went to the hip belay. Then
hip cross. You had to watch out the rope didn’t go
into your kidneys; the rope had to be on your hip
bones. That was OK. Then you had some friction.
It was a more static belay than a friction belay, but
still, it worked.
“Then finally, the Stitch plate belay. Then on
to the half clove-hitch belay [see ACC Gazette
Summer 2012]. Now there are an incredible
number of devices that can be used for rappelling
and belaying. For ski touring, advances have been
made from the simple avalanche cord that one was
to throw out when in an avalanche to high-tech
transceivers and floatation devices.”
Ferdl recalled using his first Skadis while guiding in the Bugaboos for CMH.

Ferdl pauses high above the ACC’s 2012 General Mountaineering Camp in the
Sir Sandford area of B.C.’s Selkirk Mountains. Photo courtesy of Lloyd Gallagher.
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“It was a long machine, about this long,” he
described. “I remember it well because I lost mine,
just on the way out where we took skidoos from
the lodge. It fell out of my pocket somehow. Hans
was behind me and he asked me, ‘is that yours?
You’d better put that in your pocket where you
can’t lose it!’”
For a while Ferdl made a business of renting out
Pieps he purchased from Austria to members of
the Calgary Ski Club.
“One girl told me, ‘I don’t need one; I trust you.’”
Throughout the years, the one piece of gear
Ferdl never managed to embrace was the telemark
ski.
“For some reason those guys—Rudi
Kranabitter—talked me into using telemark skis
to do the Wapta,” he said. “White Kazamas,
straight and long. Heavy pack. I swore I’d never
do telemark again. That was the first time I tried
to telemark since I was eleven years old, and it was
the last time I telemarked!”
Overall, Ferdl gained a lot of perspective about
the expectations of Canadians hoping to earn their
ACMG certification.
“Guides in Canada, even more than in Austria,
need to have good route finding skills and highly
developed terrain assessment ability in order to
navigate in the wilderness,” he stated. “Austria is
a much more populated country with roads, huts,
hotels up each valley, so it is easier. Mind you, now
in the mountains of Canada, it is getting hard to
find untracked snow with so many people out ski
touring. In the early days as a guide I had to break
trail everywhere, be it Mount Hector, the Bow/
Wapta traverse or at Rogers Pass. Now Black
Prince, for example, has become a mogul field.
However, it is not that bad yet; there’s lots of space
out there. I like to see people out enjoying the
mountains, as I enjoy them. Luckily not everybody
does though. Then it would be crowded like
Austria!”
When it came to assessing ACMG candidates,
he expected them to meet his own criteria.
“My policy was the guy would pass if I thought
I could trust him to guide my wife or my kids,” he
said. “Some of these young guides are climbers,
they’re very keen on the profession, instructing
and teaching and guiding other people. Others
were less inclined to do that. I don’t know why
they went there, maybe it sounded good to be a

mountain guide. It was neat for me to teach the
keen ones who really wanted to learn and know
what a guide is all about. It was neat also to get
the feedback and know the guy is looking at the
terrain. When I ask them, ‘where do we go from
here,’ you have different opinions.”
While old favourite powder stashes are becoming increasingly popular into the 21st century,
Ferdl still thinks the guiding profession could
benefit from a higher level of visibility in Canada.
During his more active days with the ACMG in
the 1980s, he served as the association’s PR person,
arranging for notices to appear in the Calgary
Herald daily newspaper about meetings and
association news.
“What I wanted to do was get the ACMG
known in B.C. and Alberta especially, and also
within Canada,” he explained. “When I was at the
university, nobody knew what a mountain guide
was. I wanted to get the word out that there is a
job of a mountain guide, they exist, this is what
they do.”
His efforts even included printing a bunch
of stickers that suggested “Get High, Hire a
Mountain Guide”.
“We’re still trying to get the word out, even
today. We’re a top association now, with our
training. We can be compared with any Europeans
with what we do.”

Ferdl makes some sweet turns on a week-long spring skiing trip to the Mount
Waddington area of B.C.’s Coast Mountains with fellow ACMG guides Lloyd
“Kiwi” Gallagher and Pierre Lemire in 2012. Photo courtesy of Lloyd Gallagher.

From left, Ferdl, GMC Camp
Manager Alison Dakin,
Kiwi Gallagher and GMC
amateur leader Ian Curran
pose for a shot at the ACC
2012 Sir Sandford General
Mountaineering Camp. Photo
courtesy of Lloyd Gallagher.
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Climb on

F

erdl formally retired from his geology career in
2000, but as he celebrated his 70th birthday in
June 2012, his calendar was filled with guiding
adventures and climbing trips.
In March of that year, Ferdl and Heather
enjoyed a week of ski touring at Campbell Icefield
Chalet, along with the lodge co-owner and fellow
senior ACMG guide, Bernie Schiesser. Then on

Ferdl (second from left), stands on the summit
of Mount Kerr with 55 Plus Camp members Patty
Glover, James Prichard, Peter Taylor and Martin
Wendell, whom he guided for a week in the Little
Yoho Valley in August, 2012.

Ferdl, centre, takes a
moment to smell some
lovely tropical flowers in
Tepoztlan, Mexico with
with his sisters, Elisabeth
Christiansen and Franzi
Loewe, circa mid 1990s.
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April 30, Ferdl teamed up with his semi-retired

ACMG cohorts Lloyd “Kiwi” Gallagher and Pierre

Lemire for a ski touring adventure in the Coast
Mountains’ Mount Waddington area, enjoying a
week of terrific powder around the Plummer Hut
on the Tellot Glacier.
Hanging up his skis for the season, Ferdl and
Kiwi then headed to the Selkirks to spend a week
exploring the peaks of the Mount Sir Sandford
area at the 2012 ACC General Mountaineering
Camp. While Sir Sandford was not in shape to be
climbed, Silvertip, Azimuth, Vinette and Belvedere
were all “very nice climbs.”
Then in late July he was off to the Little Yoho
Valley to lead his popular ACC 55 Plus Summer
Trekking and Climbing Camp based out of the
ACC’s Stanley Mitchell Hut. Around the same
time that long-time Club member Pat Duffy was
thinking of a camp for senior ACCers, Ferdl also
began planning a week-long camp offering moderate opportunities for “young at heart” mountaineers. Ferdl’s idea sparked while he was guiding a
summer Wapta traverse with a mismatched group.
“I had a camp manager and five guests,” he
said. “Four were really strong thirty-plus-year-old
fellows, and one guy was over sixty. The group just
wasn’t well matched. And that’s how we decided
to have a camp for the geezers—since I became a
geezer also.”

In addition to the Little Yoho, the 55 Plus
Camp has taken place at Rogers Pass in Glacier
National Park, in Jasper’s Tonquin Valley, at Lake
O’Hara, at the Fairy Meadow area in the Selkirks
and based out of the ACC Clubhouse in Canmore.
At the 2012 camp, several participants reached
the summits of the President, Mount Kerr, Isolated
Peak and Mount McArthur. This camp for “the
geezers” is a great success, Ferdl said.
“I lead easy climbs and the camp manager leads
the hiking trips,” he said. “I remember when I was
in my twenties, I saw forty, fifty-year-olds climbing. I thought, ‘what is that woman or man doing
climbing in the mountains? He’s too old.’ That’s
changed of course. Now I say, ‘never stop.’ Once
you stop, that’s it!”
After spending a few weeks hanging out with
his four grandchildren in Calgary, at the end
of August 2012, Ferdl was then off to Austria’s

Happy and confident at the sharp end shortly after
his seventieth birthday, Ferdl sets off from the base
of Ha Ling Peak high above Canmore, 2012. Photo
courtesy of Lynn Martel.

Stubaital region south of Innsbruck for his seventh
autumn working as an instructor on the Alpine
Doctor’s Course. Run by his old friend, Klaus Hoi,
the course is designed for doctors working in the
field of mountain rescue, flying by helicopter to
respond to accidents or accompanying expeditions
as medical doctors.
The course involves long classroom days with
half-day outdoor sessions where the doctors train
in basic mountaineering skills such as crevasse
rescue and lowering and raising someone using
a steel cable. Ferdl’s language skills - German,
Spanish and English—are often of extra value.
“We stay at the Franz Senn hut in the Stubai,
near Innsbruck. It holds 150 people with fantastic
food,” he described. “We go out at eight [a.m.], be
back by two, a very short day. It’s quite interesting
for me, the doctors are keen and there are ten
guides and now I know them all. Some are my age.
I see what they are up to. After we come back at
two or three [p.m.], we go to the kitchen at the big
table and there’s coffee or beer, and a huge platter
of Apfelstrudel.”
While his “mostly retired” status has give him
time to reconnect with old friends, including
Kiwi, Pierre Lemire and Rudi Gertsch, he also
appreciates having more time to spend hiking
with his daughters, their husbands and children,
and of course, with Heather. In 2011, he climbed
Mount Assiniboine with his daughter, Barb. On
another outing he skied the French Haig circuit
in Kananaskis Country with Kathy, Barb, and
her husband, Lee. He’s taken his grandkids out

Heather and Ferdl
enjoy the view before
making some turns ski
touring at Campbell
Icefield Chalet, 2012.
Photo courtesy of
Chuck O’Callaghan.
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grandkids out top-roping at Wasootch Slabs, also
in Kananaskis, and they’re learning to ski too.
“We’re an outdoors family; we get out as much
as we can,” he said proudly.
His daughters understand German, and Ferdl is
teaching his grandkids too. If he had to do it again,
he thinks he might have tried to guide a bit more.
“It’s really hard to just do guiding, unless you
have a guiding company, as lots of guides do now,”
he said. “It’s hard to raise a family, with the money.
It’s only two seasons, sometimes short, winter
is longer than summer. Maybe I would do more
geology in winter, as an oil site geologist, and then
guide more in the summertime.”
And through all these years, what did he learn
from guiding?
“Self preservation,” he replied with a laugh. “And
it’s interesting to meet so many different people of
different backgrounds, and we still have the same
interests. I thought that was quite interesting.
“But really, self-preservation. I’m responsible
for what I’m doing. I cannot blame somebody if I
fall. If I slip on the sidewalk, it’s my stupid fault.
If I do something stupid in the mountains—I’m
really depending on myself, and, of course, on my
clientele too. We have to work together so the
whole group is safe.”

From left, Heather holds
hands with Benjamin,
four, beside his mom,
Kathryn, who holds her
younger son, Matthew,
two, beside her husband,
Mark Bedard; Barbara
holds her daughter, Kira,
two, beside her husband,
Lee MacKenzie, and Ferdl
stands with their older son,
Owen, four, on a family
climbing day at Wasootch
Slabs in Kananaskis
Country in the Alberta
Rockies.
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Half a century after Klaus invited Ferdl to climb his
first peak, he and Ferdl maintain a solid friendship,
even working together in Austria for several weeks
every fall. In 2009 they attended the meeting of the
Verband der Osterreichischen Berg-und Schifuhrer
(Austrian Mountain Guides Association), in which
Ferdl maintains his membership.

Now after more than fifty years of climbing
mountains, skiing across glaciers and exploring
Canada’s mountain wilderness with clients, family
and friends, Ferdl has lost none of his enthusiasm.
“The purpose is to enjoy nature, to enjoy God’s
creation, but do it in a manner that gets you back...
at least to the car. That’s not only in guiding, but in
general. Enjoy what’s out there in the undisturbed
nature, the way it was formed millions of years ago.
“Do you want to go climbing? Let’s go climbing!
As often as possible and find new places to explore.
I wouldn’t want to miss the joy of climbing for the
fear of dying.”
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Ferdl Taxböck is a man of many talents and several trades. A native of Austria, he became an agricultural
technician, embracing the finer techniques of plowing fields, harvesting crops, raising livestock and planting
trees. As a geologist he travelled to remote sites as far north as Ellesmere Island, and he’s a life-long member
of the Association of Professional Engineers, Geologists and Geophysicists of Alberta.
But central to his core, Ferdl Taxböck has always been a climber. As a bold young man he climbed at the
highest grades of difficulty in Italy’s Dolomites and made a first winter ascent in the Swiss Alps. In Alberta’s
Rockies he made the first ascent of The Fold with Rudi Kranabitter.
A member of Austria’s guiding association since 1966/67, and an ACMG member since 1968, Ferdl
guided glaciologist Gerald Holdsworth to triangulate the precise height of Canada’s highest peak, Mount
Logan. Working for Hans Gmoser’s Canadian Mountain Holidays he guided climbers in B.C.’s Bugaboos
and up the Canadian Rockies’ highest, Mount Robson. With Kranabitter he guided a group to North
America’s highest summit, Alaska’s Denali. And for many years Ferdl has guided guests of the Alpine Club
of Canada’s General Mountaineering Camp and of the camp he helped create, the ACC’s 55 Plus Camp.
An energetic husband, father and grandfather, Ferdl Taxböck delights in sharing his skills and enthusiasm
for the mountains, traits which make him the ideal Patron of the 2012 Mountain Guides Ball.
For further information regarding the Summit Series of mountaineering biographies,
please contact the National Office of the Alpine Club of Canada.
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