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CHAPTER 1


A FEW MORE


WHACKS





Sir Edmund Hillary climbed across a rock slab and dropped into a tiny snow hollow. The bitter wind had blown ice crystals into his eyes, halfway blinding him. He should have known better than to remove his goggles while climbing a mountain over 29,000 feet (8,850 meters) high. His vision remained blurry even after he put his goggles back on. His climbing partner, Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, followed Hillary over the slab and into the hollow.


The rocks above them created a vertical bluff, or cliff, directly in their path to the summit. Hillary doubted that he and Norgay had enough strength at this altitude to climb straight up the rock face.


Hillary studied the bluff carefully to see if there might be a way around it. Not only could he not find an easy route, he couldn’t find any route at all. There wasn’t much time to waste. The men had only about four hours of oxygen left in their tanks. More would be needed to climb to the summit and back down to Camp IX, where they had a small reserve supply of oxygen. They both knew that to reach the summit any later than noon was to risk disaster.
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On a rare clear day, Mount Everest can be seen jutting high above the other mountains.
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Sir Edmund Hillary (left) and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay are wearing their snow goggles. Eye protection is vital for climbers high up on Everest because the reflection of the sun on the snow can temporarily blind a person.






Hillary and Norgay were experienced and careful mountain climbers. There were probably few other people in the world who wanted to reach the summit of Mount Everest as much as they did. They knew they needed to turn around and head back down the mountain if they weren’t standing on the summit by noon or shortly after. Storms often developed in the afternoons, which could trap them on the mountainside.


Attached to the steep east face of Mount Everest was a large snow-and-icecovered cornice. Cornices look like large snowdrifts that a person might see in a ditch along a road. They are deceptively dangerous. Made of snow that has blown and hardened into ice over a period of days or weeks, cornices eventually become unbalanced and tear away from the rock face of the mountain. They can tumble down the mountainside in great icy chunks.


Hillary saw a large crack between the cornice and the rock to which it was attached. A person could fit into this vertical crack—but the crack itself was proof that the cornice was already coming loose from the mountainside. The cornice looked hard and solid, but there was no way to be sure. It was a risk, but he was willing to take it. Hillary decided to climb up through the crack to the top of the bluff.


Norgay provided a belay by wrapping rope around his ice axe, which was imbedded in the ice. The rope was also attached to Hillary. Norgay steadied the rope. If Hillary fell, Norgay could haul him up using the rope. It was far from a foolproof plan, but Hillary knew he could count on his partner.


Hillary climbed into the crack and faced the mountainside. He saw some possible handholds in the rock. He grabbed the rock and jammed one of his spiked boots into the ice. The cornice held. Hillary wrote later that he was in constant fear that the cornice would peel away, taking him with it. He continued: “But slowly I forced my way up—wriggling and jambing and using every little hold. . . . I was reaching over the top of the rock and pulling myself to safety. The rope came tight—its forty feet had been barely enough.”1


After a few moments’ rest, Hillary signaled to Norgay to follow him. When both were on the rock ledge, they stared at the snowy ridge that stretched before them. The summit of Mount Everest was lost from view behind the ridge’s curves. The pair stood up and began what they hoped would be the last set of steps they would have to cut into the icy snow.


Cutting steps with an ice axe is hard work, and at this altitude, it was exhausting. Hillary and Norgay had no other choice if they hoped to reach the summit, but each time they rounded a curve of the ridge, another curve would appear. Hillary worried that the summit of Mount Everest would be the crest or top of a cornice. If that were the case, all their work and preparation to reach the summit would disappear in disaster.
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Tenzing Norgay stands atop Mount Everest holding his ice axe above his head with flags flying. Norgay had wrapped four flags around his ice axe before the climb. The flags represented the United Nations: Britain, Nepal, and India.






As Hillary rounded yet another curve of the ridge, he saw that it dropped away. He later wrote, “Out in the distance I could see the pastel shades and fleecy clouds of the highlands of Tibet.”2 He had reached the summit and now had only to determine if its top was a cornice.


“Peering from side to side and thrusting with my ice axe,” he wrote, “I tried to discover a possible cornice, but everything seemed solid and firm. I waved Tenzing up to me. A few more whacks of the ice axe, a few very weary steps, and we were on the summit of Everest.”3


At 11:30 am on May 29, 1953, Sir Edmund Hillary and his Sherpa, Tenzing Norgay, became the first humans to reach the summit of Mount Everest and live to tell the story.





Facts About Mount Everest



Mount Everest, in the central Himalaya mountain range, is on the border between Nepal and Tibet in Central Asia. The highest place on Earth, it is one of the famous Seven Summits—the highest peaks on each of the seven continents. Many Everest expeditions begin in Kathmandu, the capital city of Nepal. However, the staging area for the northern route is Lhasa, the capital of Tibet. Namche Bazaar is the last major town on the way to Everest Base Camp.
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