
European Odyssey

The First Week
Herbert Knoesel was a young German engineer, probably twenty-five years my junior. 
We both were employed by Hewlett-Packard, a large multi-national company. I was 
responsible for the development of a computer system for chemical analysis, and 
Herbert was to have sales and support responsibility for it for Europe. When we met, 
our professional relationship blossomed into friendship. He was tall, blond, athletic, 
contagiously outgoing and had a finely tuned sense of humor. Although his English 
was very good, some of his struggles with idioms were delightful.

I had been a serious runner for about fifteen  years, so I was in superb physical 
condition for a 55 year old. During one of his visits to my laboratory I 
invited Herbert to go for a run with me. Given this assurance that I 
was physically up to it, he invited me to accompany him on a back 
packing hike through the Alps. Overwhelmed at the thought of 
having such an opportunity, I accepted with great enthusiasm.

In October of that year, I scheduled a week of vacation to go along 
with a two week business trip to Germany. After the first week at the  
HP facility in Böblingen, a small town near Stuttgart, we headed south 
toward the foothills of the Bavarian Alps. 

The Second Week
We hit the Autobahn on a Friday afternoon to drive the 140 miles to Nesselwang, 
where HP had a vacation retreat for employees.  Mary and I were following Herbert in 
his small car with his wife, Gisela and their four year old daughter, Vera. Traffic was 
moving stop and go at a snail's pace. Suddenly Herbert pulled off the Autobahn down 
into the shallow gully on the right. We had no choice but to follow him.

We drove through the gully until Herbert climbed out into a narrow path through the 
woods. As we proceeded, the path narrowed and became barely wide enough for a 
car.  It was cluttered with fallen limbs. Gisela became our trail blazer, dragging the 
limbs out of the way.  We couldn't hear her, but we could see her lips moving. We 
figured that she had some choice words of wisdom for Herbert. The path ended at the 
edge of the woods, and we pulled out into a farm field. We drove across it for 200 yards 
or so before pulling onto a local road.

From that point on the trip was less exciting.  At our destination we found the retreat 
to be a delightful cluster of very nice duplex cottages on the edge of the Bavarian Alps. 
Our two families were to share one for a week. 



It was delightful.  We had breakfasts, some lunches and suppers in the cottage. On 
some evenings Herbert and I would go into the woods to gather mushrooms for 
supper. He would occasionally pick one up and say, "I wish I had my book with me. " 
We survived, so his appraisals must have been correct.

While Herbert and I were on our hike, Mary and Gisela went castle hopping. Among 
others, Mary and Gisela took a tour of Schloss Neuschwanstein . Legend has it that 
"Mad King Ludwig" almost drove Bavaria into bankruptcy by having this and other  
castles built.

In the evenings I would some times help Vera (4 years old) go through her picture 
books.  She got very angry with me when I would point to a dog and say "Hase" 
(rabbit) or to a horse and say "Katze" (cat). She taught me a lot of German.

An extensive network of interlocking  trails threads through the Alps. Rather large huts, 
separated by about a days hike, are scattered along the trail. Hiking clubs from various 
German towns and villages maintained individual segments of these trails. 

The segment which Herbert had chosen was Der Heilbronner Weg.  It was maintained 
by the club from Heilbronn, a charming small town nestled along the Neckar River.

We were extremely fortunate with the weather during the hike.  It was in the fall and 
the days were sunny and the temperatures were comfortable.  In a few weeks the 
mountains would be blanketed with snow.



To begin the hike we had driven from Oberstdorf  to a point near Einödsbach  beyond 
which cars were not allowed. A short bus ride took us to the beginning of the trail at 
Einödsbach. 

Above at the left significant locations of the hike are 
superimposed on a Google Maps satellite photograph of 
the area. The purple colored markers were placed by the 
Maps program, so the relative  placements should be 
accurate.  The white lines are the border between 
Germany and Austria. Hohes Licht, in Austria and 
Mädelegabel in Germany are the two highest points on 
the hike. 

We had planned to stay the second night at Kemptner 
Hütte, but we got there early enough that afternoon 
that we bypassed it and kept going to the finish. 

Above is a pictorial view of the location of Rapensee Hütte where we spent the first 
night. The blue trail sections provide a graphic indication of the climbing we did.



I was awestruck and intimidated  almost 
to the point of having second thoughts  
when I was able to see the points which 
were to be the pinnacle of our hike. Three 
rugged, majestic peaks reached abruptly 
to a height of about 5050 feet above our 
vantage point on the valley floor. They 
rose in stark and foreboding contrast to 
the brilliant blue of the Bavarian sky.

With our backpacks in place, we resolutely began 
our trek. In the lower stretches, the slope was 
deceptively mild. Almost effortlessly, we moved 
along the gently curving trail through the thickly 
wooded pine forest. Imperceptibly the grade 
increased until a significant effort was required. The forest gradually diminished until 
we emerged into the lush green alpine meadows of the mid-to upper slopes. 
Numerous cows, grazing peacefully, regarded us placidly as we passed through their 
domain.

About halfway up, we enjoyed a welcome 
respite as we paused at the first of two alpes we 
were to encounter. The alpe is a primitive 
structure, which serves as the summertime 
residence for the caretakers of the grazing herd. 
In only a few short weeks they would make 
their way down the mountain to winter 
quarters. We were able to catch our breath a bit 
as we enjoyed the cool milk and freshly made 
cheese given to us by the alpe attendants.



      

Our destination the first day was Rappensee Hütte. It was just below the crest of the 
first of the three mountains we had seen at the beginning. We reached it about an 
hour before sunset, and staked out a sleeping spot for the night. We changed into dry 
clothes and went outside to watch the sunset.

Seldom have I been so moved by a 
visual experience. A gentle breeze 
was wafting a luminous mist up the 
mountainside to spill over onto the 
plateau on which we stood. A 
glorious bouquet of color in the 
west  red, orange, scarlet and 
yellow served as the background 
for the dark, rugged outlines of a 
nearby peak. And at the very top of 
the peak stood a large crucifix. 
There must have been fifty hikers 
absorbing this spectacle, and 

hardly a word was spoken above a whisper as the brilliant colors faded slowly into the 
darkness of the night sky.

After the exhilarating experience of the sunset, I was delighted to learn that hot meals 
were prepared by the kitchen staff and cold beer had been transported to the hut by 
cable from the valley floor. There was a tremendous feeling of camaraderie and 
conviviality among the tired but happy hikers. I felt most welcome, although some 
expressed surprise at the presence of an American. The stereotype American was a 
couch potato herded about in a tour bus.



The coed sleeping arrangements were a novel experience for me. There was a long, 
continuous wooden bench seven or eight feet wide and perhaps fifty to a hundred 
feet long. As they arrived, hikers staked out a spot by placing their backpacks on the 
bench. It was first come first served. It was a full house. After the lights went out some 
of the younger men loudly proclaimed their love for the young ladies.

After a period of quiet the guy next to me began snoring so loud that he almost rattled 
the rafters. Sleep was difficult or impossible.  Herbert got up, grabbed the guy's feet 
and rolled him over.  There was a period of quiet after which he began again.

This time Herbert, who was on the other side of me, reached over me and jabbed the 
guy rather hard. I was scared because I expected the guy to beat me to a pulp, but he 
quieted down and we got some sleep.

Next Morning

 After a climb of about 2000 ft. we were at the 
top of the world. The trail was rugged. At 
many points, it was clear that a stumble 
meant falling and rolling for hundreds of feet. 
For a few particularly hazardous sections, 
steel cables were imbedded in the rocks. At 
one point, we climbed die Leiter (a steel 
ladder) to scale a sheer cliff for thirty or so 
feet.



That afternoon I was able to rescue a damsel in distress. We came to a spot where 
there was a vertical drop of roughly seven feet. A young lady in the party ahead of us 
had gotten both hands entrapped in the cables provided to assist hikers. Her feet were 
on the surface, but her arms were stretched so that she could not free the hands. 

I was able to lie down, grasp her arms and pull her up to free her hands. She then said 
"Thank you very much." I wonder how she knew that I was an American.

     

       



I was impressed by the fact that the trail was heavily used. It was unusual for us to go 
for more than five minutes without meeting a party going the opposite direction. 
Inevitably a warm greeting, usually Grüss Gott,  was exchanged between the two 
parties. Grüss Gott, a contraction of a longer traditional phrase, translates to Greetings 
from God.

Late in the second day we began wending 
our way to lower altitudes. Our senses were 
subjected to one final assault as we 
approached the end. We were treated to a 
magnificent, cacophonous symphony of 
cow bells. Literally hundreds of cows  with 
bells of great variety in size and pitch 
grazed on the hillside. 

Neither of us had ever heard anything 
comparable.



The trail ended, and we paused at a 
Spielmannsau general store/pub for a 
cool Bavarian beer. I would not have 
believed it possible to simultaneously 
have such deep feelings of physical 
weariness and inner peace. 

The Third Week 
On the third week, the two families headed for Vienna for the International 
Symposium on Computers in Analytical Chemistry. 

I was to present a scientific paper in one of 
the imposing halls of the Hofburg, which 
had been the palace of Emperor Franz 
Josef during the heyday of the Habsburg 
Dynasty. The title of the paper was The Use 
of New Computer Technology in 
Chromatography. It was published in 
Chromatographia September 1974. Mary, 
shown in front of the Hofburg, was able to 
attend as I presented the paper.

I well remember the dancing (waltzes, of course) which followed the most elegant 
symposium banquet. Herr Weber, an important HP customer, invited Mary to dance, so 
I felt obligated to do the same for Frau Weber. I did this with some trepidation, for I 
always seemed to have two left feet on the dance floor. After a few steps she stopped, 
pushed me back and said in a most authoritarian voice, "Nein! Nein! Eins Zwei Drei, 
Eins Zwei Drei!" That translates to "No! No! one two three, one two three!" Afterward 
my waltzing skill apparently met the minimum acceptable standard.

As we headed for home at the end of the week, we were grateful that the German 
language had no word for goodbye. Instead, we said Auf Wiedersehen - until we meet 
again.
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