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         Even the simplest mountaineering expedition requires planning, preparation, climbing skill, teamwork and the expectation of the unexpected. In order to mount the first foreign climbing expedition of one of China’s major mountains, the difficulty of all these factors was very much greater than usual. The Mount Everest Foundation spent ten years trying to organise a climbing expedition in China and it is due to the persistence and diplomatic skills of its China Committee that the Kongur expedition finally took place.

         In the event, there were plenty of problems in all departments but the expedition was a great success, thanks largely to the vision and determination of Michael Ward, the generosity and support of Jardine, Matheson & Co., Limited, the mountain leadership and skill of Chris Bonington and the individual contributions of each member of the expedition.

         It was not just a mountaineering success. After many years anew, if specialist, avenue of communication was opened with Chinese people and there can be little doubt that ripples of the friendly atmosphere in which the whole expedition took place will spread widely both in China and in Britain.

         
             

         

         H.R.H. The Duke of Edinburgh
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            Note

            by Sir Douglas Busk

            Chairman of the Mount Everest Foundation 1980–2

         

         The Mount Everest Foundation (MEF) was established as a Charity by the Alpine Club and the Royal Geographical Society as a result of the successful first ascent of Mount Everest in 1953 by the British and New Zealand expedition led by Brigadier (now Lord) Hunt. Under its constitution, it gives financial support to carefully selected British expeditions with both scientific and climbing objectives in the mountain regions of the world. Since it was set up the Foundation has made grants totalling over £280,000 to some 550 projects. The Foundation twice organised and ran expeditions itself – the first ascent of Kangchenjunga, the third highest mountain in the world, in 1954 and the Annapurna south face expedition in 1970. In both cases the Foundation ultimately made profits, which enabled it to give more generous grants to other expeditions.

         For over a decade the Foundation worked to obtain permission to mount a mixed scientific/mountaineering project in the vast area of Chinese Central Asia. Contacts were maintained with Peking and success came when Chairman Hua and his entourage visited London in 1979. The Prime Minister and Lord Carrington invited the Chairman and Vice Chairman of the MEF to meet Chairman Hua and it was agreed in principle that one of the many projects suggested by the MEF could be favourably considered. In the result, as set out in the introduction to this book, Mount Kongur was chosen. It has now been climbed and the scientific results will, when evaluated, be of great importance, not only to mountaineers, but in wider fields.

         The MEF wishes to express its thanks to all who have helped during many years to achieve such a happy outcome and also to Jardine, Matheson & Co., Ltd. who not only made a massive financial contribution to the project and underwrote the costs, but who also placed at the disposal of the expedition their vast experience of the Far East and an assiduous organisational capacity that was beyond all praise.

         
             

         

         D.L.B. April 1982
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            Author’s Note

         

         The expedition book is very similar to the expedition itself and without the help not only of my fellow expeditioners, but many others as well, I could not possibly have written this book. I should like to give my special thanks to Michael Ward, the expedition leader, for his advice, support and the many invaluable contributions he has made to the text of the book, and the team members who provided their diaries and letters home, as well as contributing to the text.

         I should also like to thank Sir Douglas Busk, chairman of the Committee of Management, who provided a delightful note on the origins of the game, buzkashi. To Martin Henderson, financial director of Mathesons in London, go my grateful thanks for the notes on the fauna of the area and to Christopher Grey-Wilson of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, for identifying the flora.

         My own home front has as always provided tremendous support, my wife Wendy sorting and helping select the pictures and my secretary, Louise Wilson, doing a first line edit and keying in all the corrections in the magical Wang word processor that I used for writing the book. Anders Bolinder of the Himalayan Club very kindly provided us with a wealth of detail on the climbing history and topography of the area, which was invaluable both in the main text and the historical appendix.

         
             

         

         Chris Bonington
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            Introduction

            Fragments of History

            by Michael Ward

         

         The mountains that form earth’s bones jut starkly out of the high deserts of Central Asia. This antique land has always stimulated the curiosity and imagination of travellers with a strong sense of history. Better known to older civilisations than our own and described for thousands of years as the ‘Roof of the World’, this is the home of gold-digging ants, of men who know the arts of levitation and self-warming without fire and of peaks on whose slopes grow herbs that cause heads to ache.

         The ancient worlds of Greece, China and India joined in this vast upland waste of wind, stones and ice and the Silk Roads were the tenuous link between cultures. In 1951 when I was exploring the Nepalese side of Everest with Eric Shipton, he often talked of his years as Consul General in Kashgar. Every journey that he made on horseback outside this oasis town could bring him within minutes to the borders of the known world. This laid a train of hope that smouldered for thirty years. Expeditions are created by individuals and our venture in southern Xinjiang1 bore the imprint of my desires, wishes and interests. In 1972 I started my extended search for a ‘passport’ to the uplands of Central Asia. Not surprisingly this failed, despite a request being taken to Peking by a mission led by Sir Alec Douglas-Home.

         From occasional articles in Scientia Sinica and other sources, I knew that Chinese teams had been carrying out a series of projects in Central Asia, concerned mainly with geology and glaciology. In the course of these a number of peaks, including Everest in 1960, were climbed by them and medical research on the effects of altitude was completed. It seemed to me that a project with a similar pattern containing both scientific investigation and mountaineering would have the best chance of success. Also research and exploration have dominated my attitude and interest towards mountains. Over the next few years I wrote innumerable letters to the British Embassy in Peking and the Academia Sinica, and persuaded some of the relatively few people, politicians, scientists or businessmen, who were able to visit China to plead the cause of such a project.

         In 1977 as acting chairman, and in 1978–80 as chairman of the Mount Everest Foundation, my main task was to bring this to fruition. My requests to the Chinese were always for areas that I thought would be politically insensitive xivand I therefore chose regions as far away from frontiers as possible. One of the main ranges of the world and one of the least known is the Kun-lun, ‘the Mountains of Darkness’, that separate the northern edge of the Tibetan plateau from the Taklamakan desert. This range stretches from the Pamirs on the Russian border with China eastwards for a thousand miles or more. In the centre is a peak called Ulugh Mustagh (7,724 metres) which was discovered by Sven Hedin during his travels in North Tibet over eighty years ago. This was my prime target, though I mentioned a number of other areas as alternatives. 

         Everest was one obvious choice, but this had been extensively explored and mapped on both the Tibetan and Nepalese sides by many expeditions of all nationalities from 1921 onwards. It is almost as well known as Mont Blanc. We wished to break entirely new ground and for this reason a number of other regions in China where peaks had been climbed were also ruled out. Central Asia is so vast that to return again and again to well-known areas would show a lack of imagination, enterprise, and more practically, could threaten the charitable status of the MEF, which was set up specifically for the purpose of exploration. In this respect it is like other research councils and bodies such as the Royal Society and the Medical Research Council, that provide money for pushing forward the frontiers of knowledge, not for repeating the same routines.

         In the course of much correspondence with China, one letter I received does stand out. This described a meeting between Shi Zhanchun of the Chinese Mountaineering Association, Wang Fuzhou, who made the first ascent of Everest from the Tibetan side in 1960, and Sir George Bishop (former chairman of Booker-McConnell). Also present was Phundob, the first Tibetan woman to climb Everest in 1975 within six months of giving birth to her third baby. She breathed oxygen on the summit, but climbed it without. Shi told Sir George Bishop that at 8,200 metres he had found the rope, crampons and ice axe that could possibly have belonged to Mallory and Irvine.

         As far as the MEF was concerned, perhaps the most important next event was a visit to Peking by the late Malcolm MacDonald, Sir Harold Thompson and Sir John Keswick on behalf of the Great Britain-China Centre. Sir John Keswick was a former chairman of Jardine Matheson, the well-known Hong Kong trading company. In the 1930s in Shanghai, he had lent a rook gun to Peter Fleming for his epic journey to Kashgar with Ella Maillart. He had also been very friendly with Chou En-lai and present members of the Chinese Government whom he visits every year. Edward Heath, also well liked by the Chinese, pleaded our case when he visited Peking and Lhasa in September 1979.

         At about this time Sir Douglas Busk, a former Ambassador and vice-chairman of the MEF, and I learnt that Chairman Hua Guofeng would be coming to the United Kingdom at the end of the year. Naturally we had already been in touch with the Chinese Embassy in London about our plans and the xvrelevant departments of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. One way or another a great number and diversity of people were now involved in helping us, and thanks to Lord Carrington and the Prime Minister, some members of the MEF were able to meet Chairman Hua at a reception at the Banqueting Hall in Whitehall. We were also able to spend some time with Huang Hua, the Chinese Foreign Secretary. He was very interested in the whole project, particularly as we wished to include Chinese members. The Cultural Revolution had blocked knowledge in so many fields that they were anxious to enquire about the latest advances in science. A direct result of this meeting was that we talked to Denis Thatcher, who became most enthusiastic about the project.

         At the end of November, I received a letter from Professor Weng Qingzhang of the Institute of Sports Science Research in Peking, who mentioned that he had read my textbook, Mountain Medicine, published in 1975. This was the first direct contact that we had had with China. Shortly afterwards Sir Edward Peck, formerly of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and on the Management Committee of the MEF, sent me a cutting from a Chinese newspaper, Ta Kung Po, published in Hong Kong. This had been sent to him by David Wilson, the Political Adviser to the Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Murray (now Lord) MacLehose. It said that eight mountains would be opened to foreign climbers. All these peaks had been climbed by British, American or Chinese parties except for one – Mount Kongur. It was amazing to me that five of the peaks were near a border and three, including Kongur, in Southern Xinjiang, one of the least known regions, were within a few miles of the Russian border. The Chinese must have felt very secure in Xinjiang.

         The MEF were unanimous that Mount Kongur, possibly the highest unclimbed peak wholly in China and situated in the west Kun-lun, should be our choice. The Chinese Mountaineering Association was informed immediately. Their reply was that negotiations should take place in Peking at the end of February 1980. We all felt it would be better if I could be accompanied by one other person in these negotiations. As Chris Bonington was a member of the MEF Management Committee and a likely member of any team in China it was an excellent idea that he should accompany me.

         The main and most recent information about Kongur was from an article in the Geographical Journal by Sir Clarmont Skrine, Consul General in Kashgar from 1922–24. Not only was he the first to identify Kongur as a separate peak, but he had explored the surrounding Shiwakte and Tigarman groups. His photographs and maps gave some flesh to our project.

         Although I had not yet been confirmed as leader, the vital factor was to decide the exact scope and form of our project. I had already decided that it should include scientific investigation and mountain exploration. In the back of my mind, too, was the hope that a diplomat could be taken as interpreter and the project be sponsored by a trading firm, thus extending its scope well xvibeyond most expeditions. Money, as ever, was a problem, especially in the United Kingdom. Alan Tritton, a director of Barclays Bank Ltd. and member of the MEF Management Committee, suggested Hong Kong might be a better source of funds. In contrast to Britain Hong Kong seemed to be fizzing financially, and there they were much more aware of the long term potential for trade in China and its place in world affairs. They understood too that things take a long time in the Far East and hurry is counterproductive.

         Of the firms in Hong Kong, Jardine Matheson, whose 150th anniversary was to fall in 1982, seemed to be one to approach, especially as Sir John Keswick was able to give us an introduction to David Newbigging, the chairman and managing director of this celebrated trading house.

         Xinjiang with its oil deposits has been compared to the Yukon. A far better comparison would be with California, as it is a hot desert country. Water is as precious as platinum; when it is available the desert blooms and rice, fruit and vegetables grow in abundance. Turfan grapes and Hami melons are famous throughout Asia. Jade and gold are also found, whilst wool from yaks and sheep is exported and Urumchi, the capital, is a manufacturing centre. Jardines already had some contacts in this developing region.

         Mountaineering and research have often run together. In the life sciences the emphasis has been on the effects of chronic oxygen lack which affects mountaineers at altitude, and sea-level sufferers with chronic bronchitis and heart disease. However, since 1977 Jim Milledge from Northwick Park Hospital, Edward Williams from the Middlesex Hospital School and I had been involved in a field programme investigating the effects of prolonged exercise taken by hillwalkers and mountaineers on the fluid content of the body. This caused oedema or excess fluid to appear in certain places. Named ‘Exercise Oedema’ by a Lancet editorial, its significance was that, as the oxygen lack of altitude also caused oedema, the two combined could, we thought, cause lethal complications. Work carried out by the others and led by Jim Milledge at the Gornergrat (3,130 metres) in Switzerland, when I was on the Kongur Reconnaissance in 1980, produced some most interesting results and we could continue this in China in 1981. Also I hoped that this research could be communicated to Chinese scientists.

         Another doctor, Charlie Clarke, by the use of photography had recorded both oedema of the optic nerve, which is a projection of the brain, and haemorrhages at the back of the eye, due to a change in permeability of the blood vessels, the result of the oxygen lack of altitude. This would extend our oedema studies.

         Another project that was simple yet rewarding would be to collect, photograph and record any flowers and grass we found for the Herbarium at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. The director, Professor Patrick Brenan, provided us with the necessary presses and collecting books for some very xviiamateur work, for they had no data of any sort from this part of Central Asia.

         Having both a scientific and mountaineering aim could pose very great problems, as I knew from previous Himalayan expeditions. Both were demanding and jealous masters. I thought that I had an understanding of the way both groups thought and worked, and that success would depend on whom I chose and how the whole was structured. Right from the start I determined to have a group of four climbers whose main task was to climb Kongur, and four scientists whose main task was to do the research work. Both groups would act as subjects, whilst the scientists would be good enough mountaineers to support the summit attempt if necessary.

         By the time the negotiations with Shi Zhanchun and the Chinese Mountaineering Association were ended, I had committed the MEF to a large investment, the cost of a reconnaissance in June and July 1980, as well as the attempt on Kongur in 1981. It was therefore an enormous relief when a meeting with David Newbigging, the chairman of Jardines, resulted in his board’s agreement not only to make a massive financial contribution, but also to underwrite the whole of the Kongur venture. I was elated and we were soon to discover how splendidly equipped this famous trading company was to give us maximum assistance. For Jardines had just opened an office in Peking which was managed by David Mathew, who proved really invaluable. Conveniently for me, the head office of their British subsidiary, Mathesons, was situated in the City of London, near to the hospital where I work, so I asked that our home-based administrative support should be run from there. Martin Henderson, the financial director of Mathesons, and his assistant, Pippa Stead, ran this side of things with all the professional skill and enormous facilities available to one of the world’s richest trading companies. There are not many expeditions that have had this advantage. They worked in conjunction with a sub-committee set up by the MEF under the chairmanship of Sir Douglas Busk.

         The scientific programme was financed from traditional sources – substantial grants from the Medical Research Council and St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Some very sophisticated equipment was provided for us out of those funds.

         During our climbing negotiations with Shi Zhanchun in Peking in February 1980, I was also able to give a medical lecture after which I was approached by Professor Liu Dengsheng of the Academia Sinica and asked if I would like to take part in a meeting organised by the Academia in Peking in June. The subject was work carried out by Chinese scientists in both the earth and life sciences on the Tibetan plateau; the guest delegates talked about their work in the Himalaya and other mountain regions.

         So before I joined the reconnaissance of Kongur in June 1980, I attended this meeting, read a paper and met Professor Hu Xuchu of the Shanghai Institute of Physiology. His department, together with that to which Professor Weng Qingzhang of Peking belonged, had been working on the effects of high xviiialtitude in man on the many ascents undertaken by the Chinese. (The proceedings of the Peking symposium were published at the end of 1981, run to 2,000 pages and are a monument to Chinese scholarship in Central Asia.) In 1981, before the start of the successful expedition to Kongur, Jim Milledge and I visited Shanghai where we lectured in his department and had a meal with his wife, a dietitian at the main hospital, and their family. We visited the theatre and also the Botanical Gardens, as well as contacting Michael Jardine, who had just opened Jardines’ office there. Whilst we were in Shanghai the others flew to Urumchi, where Charlie Clarke and Edward Williams lectured at the Xinjiang Medical College and then went on to Kashgar. In 1981 both Professor Hu, Professor Weng and Liu Dayi, our liaison officer, visited the United Kingdom as guests of the MEF who were given great assistance by the Great Britain-China Centre. They visited the Royal Geographical Society and the Alpine Club and were also entertained by Jardine, Matheson and Sir John Keswick. The professors lectured at the Clinical Research Centre, Northwick Park Hospital, while Liu Dayi and Professor Weng also visited the Mountain Training Centre at Aviemore, where they climbed Cairngorm in suitably atrocious weather.

         The foundation of our project was now laid. The Chinese had surrounded Kongur with elements of a legend. When asked why they had not climbed it, they admitted that it had posed unusual problems. They described it as enigmatic, and weather conditions were notoriously fickle. They were not able to give us any real information about the best approach. This was why reconnaissance was essential. Unlike Everest in 1951, when six of us explored one aspect of a mountain and discovered the route by which we made the ascent in 1953, on Kongur in 1980 there were only three of us to look at all sides of this elusive peak. Within a week this was dramatically reduced to a party of two and thereby hangs a tale.

         
            1. Xinjiang is the modern Romanised spelling of Sinkiang. See Appendix X, ‘On Names’.
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            A Wealth of Mountains

            19 February–3 March 1980

         

         How does an expedition begin? For me it was at the Charles de Gaulle Airport on 19 February 1980, waiting to catch the Air France 707 to Peking, though for Michael Ward, who was sitting on the bench seat beside me, it had started some years earlier. For it was he who had not just dreamt of going climbing in China, as many of us mountaineers had done over the years, he had actually worked at it, firing off applications like space probes to a distant star system, hoping that some day there would be a return. And now there was; the two of us were on our way to China, emissaries of the Mount Everest Foundation, to negotiate permission to climb a mountain and carry out medical research.

         It had happened very quickly, all part of the opening of China to the western world. Already a Japanese expedition had permission to attempt the north side of Everest that spring, while the West Germans were going for the only 8,000-metre peak entirely within China, nowadays spelt Xixabangma but perhaps more familiar to old 8,000-metre watchers as Shisha Pangma. Michael had received a copy of the Chinese regulations only a couple of days before we set out, with lists of rules and an even longer list of prices. They had opened up just eight mountains: Everest and Xixabangma in Tibet; Kongur, Kongur Tiube and Mustagh Ata in south-west Xinjiang; Bogda Ola near Urumchi, capital of Xinjiang, and finally Mount Gongga and Anyemaqen in China proper. With the exception of Mount Kongur, (7,719 metres) which as far as we knew was unclimbed, this represented the majority of main peaks already climbed within China. A look at the map emphasised just how much more there was still to do in the vast area that lay to the north of the serrated barrier of the Himalayan chain.

         It was like a mountain reserve, preserved for some future generation, for in the last thirty years the main Himalayan chain in Nepal and the Karakoram mountains in Pakistan have been thoroughly explored. Before 1950 a bare handful of mountains had been climbed in the Himalaya, the highest being Nanda Devi (7,816 metres) in the Garhwal range in India, but since then, all the peaks of over 8,000 metres and almost every mountain of over 7,000 metres has been climbed; many have more than one route up them. Almost every valley has been explored, every pass crossed.

         But the mountains of China, guarded by political turmoil before the Second World War and then by the isolationist policies of her government after the 2success of the Chinese Communist revolution, have remained almost untouched, with only a handful of her thousands of mountains climbed. There were complete ranges on the north side of Tibet with mountains of over 7,000 metres that had not even been explored. It was these that we were most interested in. The Kun-lun range stretches for approximately 1,000 miles to the north of the Tibetan plateau, forming a high wall between the cold, arid sweeps of upland Tibet and the vast expanse of the Taklamakan desert. Probably the highest mountain of the Kun-lun is Ulugh Mustagh (7,724 metres) and this one particularly interested Michael. We resolved to apply for this even though it was not on the list.

         The original approach by the Mount Everest Foundation had been for a joint Chinese/British expedition which would have both a scientific and mountaineering programme. This had seemed a sound approach politically, since the suggestion of cooperation seemed essential and we knew that the Chinese had had a strong scientific content in all their expeditions. Later Michael learnt to his surprise that his work was well known to those scientists in China who were concerned with high-altitude research on the Tibetan plateau. Over the past twenty years he has established himself as a leading authority on the diseases of cold and altitude and had written the first definitive textbook on mountain medicine.

         We had a couple of hours’ wait for our connection. I must confess if I had been alone, I should almost certainly have read a book, but Michael Ward, who is a hard worker, opened his briefcase and suggested we start costing out the expedition. Only now that we had the regulations could we do any detailed planning. It had been decided in principle that there would be a team of four climbers and four mountain scientists, but that was all. At this stage not even the leader of the expedition had been formally nominated by the Mount Everest Foundation. Michael at that time was chairman of the foundation and had provided all the initial drive. This concept of a combined mountaineering and scientific project was quite different from the type of Himalayan expedition with which I am normally associated. Only a medical scientist with an extensive knowledge of both field research and mountaineering could plan and coordinate this type of party.

         Michael Ward was fifty-five, nine years older than myself, and had made his first climb at the age of fourteen, just before the start of the Second World War. At Cambridge in 1943 he joined the University Mountaineering Club. It was during this period that he met Menlove Edwards, probably one of the finest rock climbers of the pre-war and war-time era, and led a variation finish to Longland’s Climb on Clogwyn Du’r Arddu, which was certainly as difficult as anything that had been done at that time.

         Once the war was over he was eager to get out to the Alps and expand his horizons still further. He was talented and very ambitious but essentially an 3amateur climber in the traditional mould of British alpinism. There was no thought of throwing everything up and making a living around climbing. In those days there was very little chance of doing this anyway, but it probably would never have occurred to him. The son of a colonial civil servant, he learnt about independence and self-reliance the hard way at Marlborough. From there he went on to Cambridge and a medical career. But his imagination went much wider and farther than that of most young climbers or, for that matter, doctors. Even though he had never been to the Himalaya and had only experienced one Alpine season, he began planning a reconnaissance expedition to Mount Everest in 1951. Eric Shipton, who had just returned to England from a post as British Consul in Kunming in China, was the obvious choice as leader, since he was not only one of Britain’s best-known mountaineers but also had been a member of some of the pre-war Everest expeditions.

         The expedition found the way up into the mouth of the Western Cwm of Everest and showed that there was undoubtedly a route from there to the summit. Eric Shipton, an inveterate mountain explorer, also took off with Michael to enjoy some exploration, wandering inadvertently into Tibet. The Sherpas accompanying them had to bribe their way out of a brush with Tibetan militia before they got back over the Nepalese frontier. Michael felt a close affinity to Eric Shipton and it could have easily altered his entire life if he had decided to concentrate on expeditioning rather than medicine. But in his book, In This Short Span, he commented:

         
            ‘Although I was very happy on this expedition and found immense satisfaction and delight in mountain exploration, I was still not satisfied. Opportunities were being missed. Observation of the reactions of the expedition members to high altitudes was very rudimentary, and in any case, even as a doctor I did not know what to look for.’

         

         This was the start of his interest in high-altitude medicine. It was also during this expedition that he resolved to become a surgeon. The discipline of research and learning appealed to him. He therefore stood down from the Everest training expedition to Cho Oyu in 1952, a sign of how seriously he took his own medical career, but went on the successful 1953 Everest expedition as medical officer, taking a full and active part in the climb itself and carrying out research with Dr Griffith Pugh of the Medical Research Council.

         After Everest he concentrated on his career but also took part in a series of expeditions that combined mountain exploration and medical research, spending the winter of 1960–1 in the Himalaya at an altitude of between 5,000 and 6,000 metres carrying out research into the long-term effects of oxygen 4lack which is relevant to chronic heart and lung disease. He and his team ensconced themselves at the Silver Hut just below Ama Dablam, a beautiful and technically difficult unclimbed peak of 6,856 metres in the Sola Khumba region. At the end of the winter four of them, led by Michael Ward, climbed it. It was one of the most technically difficult ascents to have been made at that time.

         Michael was one of the very few Europeans who have been allowed to explore and do medical research on the fascinating and remote border of Tibet and Bhutan when he and a cardiologist and climber, Fred Jackson, were invited there to treat the King of Bhutan.

         I had first met Michael in 1963 when I was invited by him to join a projected expedition to Xixabangma, the last peak of over 8,000 metres then still unclimbed. It was on the northern side of the Nepal Himalaya and at that time it was not quite certain whether it was in Nepal or Tibet. The Chinese settled the question by climbing it in 1964, and it is now agreed to be entirely in China. I next came across Michael in 1966, when Dougal Haston and I got frostbite on the final stages of the Eiger Direct climb and were treated at the London Hospital, where Michael had gained the reputation of being an expert on cold injury.

         But, apart from these few encounters, I could hardly claim to know Michael. I had sat on committees with him, had talked to him over the phone, but for the next week and probably a lot longer we were going to be working closely together. Although there was only a difference of nine years in our ages, I somehow felt that he was of a different generation. How much this was the shock of white hair and the half-frame granny glasses he used for paperwork, and how far his manner, I am not at all sure. Michael has an analytical and enquiring mind. He is impatient and does not suffer the slow or lazy gladly. He has an instinctive sympathy for academic training.

         Seated on the airport bench, we started the chore of detailed budgeting that took us through the stopover in Paris and then high across Europe, the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent and finally China. The regulations were certainly very explicit and the price list comprehensive. It quickly became evident that climbing in China was going to be an expensive business. The mountain itself would cost around £1,000, only slightly more than the peak fees in Nepal or Pakistan, but it was in the cost of services that everything was so much more expensive. The liaison officer and obviously essential interpreter would cost £8 a day in salary and another £7 a day for their rations. In addition we had to insure them through the Chinese Mountaineering Association, costing £300 each. Then there was transport. A truck cost a pound a kilometre. A yak was £10 a day and you also had to pay for the yak driver. By the time we were close to Peking we had worked out that an eight-man expedition was going to cost around £140,000, about five times the cost of a similar expedition in Nepal. In the event our financial projections were surprisingly accurate. 5

         We had seen little of the ground below us since leaving the Middle East, just a carpet of cloud, but now as we lost height on the final run into Peking we had our first glimpse of China – a patchwork of dusty brown fields, neatly squared off, veined with the grey of old snow. And then the runway was before us and with it the uniformity of all air travel; the great tarmac highway, the characterless terminal buildings, much bigger and more extensive than the scatter of planes, which all bore the ubiquitous star of Communist China.

         We taxied up to the waiting tentacle of the outlying terminal pod and were disgorged into the building. There was even one of those long horizontal escalators to carry us to the main building down a great empty corridor. Immigration was quick and easy. We handed our passports to a trim girl in a drab olive uniform with a pistol at her side, and we waited little longer than in Heathrow for our baggage to come chuntering out on the conveyor belt. Customs were no worse than anywhere else in the world, though we had to list every camera, wristwatch, and tape recorder we had, to ensure we didn’t sell them during our stay.

         Then, feeling very lost, not knowing whether we were going to be met or where we were going to stay, we walked out of the customs hall into the reception area. The first impression was to be repeated over and over again; the drab uniformity of dress, the ubiquitous blue or grey Mao suit, the little peaked cap, and now, in February, the huge shapeless padded greatcoat. As we came uncertainly out of the door, a smiling little group bore down on us and the next few moments were taken up with introductions by the interpreter.

         After these formalities we piled into the limousine that was going to take us into Peking. It was an hour’s drive along straight roads bordered by poplar trees. Everything was grey; every stretch of water, stream or river was iced over. The frozen ground was lightly dusted with snow, with little more than patches of old snow clinging to the sides of roads, the remnants of drifts. Cyclists, bundled in greatcoats, on clumpy, upright push-bikes, pedalled at the side of the road. In the country there were almost as many horse-drawn carts as there were motor vehicles. The houses were windowless, single-storied mud huts surrounded by a compound wall. There was a feeling of grey drabness that continued into the city itself, as we bowled down the huge wide road which seemed too big for the scanty traffic using it.

         Now there were blocks of flats on either side, characterless and rather ugly, though probably better to live in than the hovels they replaced. The traffic increased, with flocks of bicycles all travelling at a sedate uniform speed, packed buses, laden lorries, yet still comparatively few cars. There are no privately owned cars in China; they are all a perk of the job, or state-owned taxies. Status is indicated, as all the world over, by the size of the car. However, in China, in memory perhaps of the mandarin’s curtained palanquin, the big 6black cars of senior officials have curtains over their back windows – the Communist equivalent of the darkened windows favoured by western pop stars.

         We were now near the centre of Peking, driving past Tian-an-men Square. Six times the size of Trafalgar Square, it gave an impression of the vast space of China. On one side the outer wall of the old Forbidden City, home of the emperors, was part concealed by the review stand which stretched out on either side of its great gateway. This in turn was dominated by the huge portrait of Mao Tse-tung set over the gate. On the other side was the great expanse of the square, out of which rose the square-columned bulk of the Mao Tse-tung Memorial Hall in its centre, the obelisk to the People’s Heroes, and to its right, the mass of the Great Hall of the Peoples. On either side of the square, almost incongruous, still hung huge portraits of Marx and Engels, Lenin and Stalin. Abutting the walls of the Forbidden City is the gatehouse to the modern-day forbidden city, where the present party leadership live. Sentries with fixed bayonets stood at either side of the gateway, reminding me of how the regime in China is simply part of the great evolutionary process of the oldest civilisation of the world. Former imperial dynasties had arisen through a revolutionary process, had been progressive to a degree unimaginable in the western world of the time. Can the present socialist dynasty be viewed in the same light? It has certainly brought peace and a fairer system and a much greater level of prosperity to the vast majority of the people than has ever been known in the history of China. Driving through Peking or any other Chinese city there are none of the signs of abject poverty that can be seen throughout so much of Asia.

         We drove on for another mile down the great avenue to reach our hotel, a massive block built in the 1950s Russian style called the Minorities Hotel. Michael and I had been given a double room which was pleasantly furnished and had its own bathroom, with a big old-fashioned bath and limitless quantities of very hot water. The universal feature of all Chinese hotels was the big, gaudily decorated thermos of hot water and little tin of green tea leaves, infinitely preferable to the electric kettle, cluster of tea bags and UHT milk that you get in most British hotels.

         We quickly discovered that our stay had been minutely programmed, not only with meetings with the Chinese Mountaineering Association, but also with scientific lectures that Michael was going to give, as well as a climbing lecture to be presented by myself. In addition we had brought out copies of both the 1953 and the 1975 Everest films. When we were not taking part in meetings we even had some tourist trips laid on for us. It was certainly going to be a full few days. The following afternoon we had our first meeting. It followed the pattern of all subsequent ones. On each floor of the hotel were meeting rooms, furnished with heavy settees and small coffee tables on which were set large teacups for the inevitable green tea. Mr Shi Zhanchun, Vice 7Chairman and effective executive head of the Chinese Mountaineering Association was waiting for us.

         Stockily built and dressed in an immaculate grey high-collared suit, of a cloth much finer than any of his subordinates, Mr Shi had an air of genial authority, a smile coming very readily to his face. He was the party official who had been put in charge of mountaineering in 1956 when it was decided that the Chinese should climb their own mountains. He had started as a bureaucrat but had come to enjoy and love the mountains. Consequently, he had taken an active part in the expeditions, co-leading the first Russian/Chinese expedition to Mustagh Ata in 1956 and then leading the Chinese Everest expeditions of 1960 and 1975. He spoke practically no English, which meant we were entirely dependent on an interpreter. The introductions were made. Mr Shi made a short speech welcoming us and Michael replied. It was some time before we got through the exchange of compliments and down to the detailed negotiation. Michael did all the talking which enabled me to think out the next step and occasionally suggest either an additional point or perhaps a change in tactics. In this respect the process of interpretation was very useful, since it gave both sides more time to consider each other’s points.

         That afternoon Michael did no more than describe our own proposal for a joint scientific and mountaineering expedition and our request for Ulugh Mustagh, with Kongur, the only unclimbed peak on the list, as an alternative should this not be possible. Mr Shi told us that they would consider our suggestions and let us know in two days’ time. I spent the following morning sightseeing, while Michael had a session with the mountain scientists at the Institute of Sports Medicine where he met Professor Weng Qingzhang and other members of the Institute.

         The next day was to be the crucial meeting. After the usual courtesies, Mr Shi came to the point. First, we could not climb any other mountain outside the list already laid down, but we could have Kongur.

         ‘When do you want to climb it?’ he asked.

         This was almost too fast for us. We had been planning on an expedition for 1981 and said so. Mr Shi smiled and said, ‘Well in that case someone else might climb it this year. Surely though, you will need to make a reconnaissance?’

         This was something we hadn’t even thought of. A recce would take up both time and money. From my own point of view I was struggling to complete a book against a tight deadline and Michael, of course, had his job as surgeon. We hurriedly conferred. They obviously expected a recce and very little was known about Kongur anyway. Even though the Chinese had climbed its sister peak, Kongur Tiube, they had been unable to give us a single photograph of the mountain or even an accurate map. However, the immediate objective was to stake a claim which would block any other expedition from getting there before us, and since there was no way we could have mounted a full scale 8scientific and mountaineering expedition in the 1980 season, we agreed to mount a reconnaissance expedition that summer.

         Then the question of a joint expedition arose. It emerged that the Chinese definitely did not want a joint mountaineering venture, though they were considering the possibility of sending some scientists with us. With this decided, we got down to the specifics of detailed planning: costs, how many yaks we should need from the roadhead, how far it was by road from Kashgar to the Karakol Lakes, what the terrain was going to be like and so on. The meeting lasted through the day and at the end of it there were still several points to clear up and we still hadn’t signed the protocol.

         But the following day was once again to be devoted to sightseeing. In subzero temperatures we were taken first to the Summer Palace, which is just outside Peking. There were practically no other tourists, being out of season, but the palace grounds were crowded with Chinese visitors, avidly gazing at their heritage. The Kunming Lake was frozen over and people were skating over its wide expanse. Even though the trees were bare and the ground frozen, one could appreciate the beauty of the place – the long wooden painted gallery along the north shore of the lake and the exquisite folly of the marble barge lying marooned in ice by the bank. This was a token of the corruption of the old imperial regime, for this picturesque but useless boat was built from funds diverted from the creation of a modern navy to withstand the rapacious demands of the foreign powers in the late nineteenth century.

         We drove on to the Ming tombs, with their guard of more-than-life-size animals lining each side of the road – lions, camels, horses and mythical beasts in enigmatic grey stone. In the days of the empire only members of the imperial retinue were allowed up this long avenue to the site of the imperial mausoleums.

         We then went on northward to the Great Wall itself, where a section of a mile or so has been fully restored. The wall clings to the top of a ridge line, winding serpentine along the crest of steep rock hills as far as the eye can see. It is difficult, indeed impossible, to grasp the concept of a wall that stretches over 3,000 miles across Northern China, that was built 2,000 years ago. When one compares it to Hadrian’s Wall, which was built at about the same time and is a mere eighty miles long, with today little more than a few foundations nudging above the turf, it is all the more remarkable. Staring through one of the turret windows of the square watch tower at the broken ice-veined hills barring the view to the north, I could imagine the dark threat of nomad hordes in the cold reaches of Manchuria and Mongolia, poised to strike against the soft wealth and sophistication of the Chinese Empire.

         We made the long drive back to Peking, with Michael talking of hospital politics and some of the more bizarre crises confronting a surgeon in his work. We had been brought close together those last few days, often working jetlagged and tired till midnight, getting ready for the meetings or lectures we 9were giving each day. Michael was very much the surgeon, used to absolute command of his operating theatre. I had already led several expeditions and was used to taking my own decisions. It was certainly a situation that could have led to conflict, but in fact we worked together extraordinarily well, complementing each other in many ways. Michael undoubtedly had a stronger work drive than I did, believing in meticulous preparation for each meeting. But I probably had greater experience of the basic problems of expedition organisation, having been closely involved in the last few years. There is no doubt that Michael’s age and presence, as well as his status as a surgeon and scientist, impressed the Chinese.

         We had now come near the end of our visit and were due to fly to Canton on our way to Hong Kong the next day. These were to be the crucial meetings when we hoped to sign the protocol or contract which guaranteed us the first attempt on Kongur. The meeting went on interminably through the day as we went over each separate point. We still had not signed the protocol at 6 p.m. when we were due to attend a banquet given by the Chinese Mountaineering Association. Mr Shi smiled amicably and said we could carry on with the meeting after dinner.

         This was our first Chinese banquet. It was held in a private room in one of the Peking restaurants, at a large round table at which about twelve of us sat. They were officials of the Chinese Mountaineering Association and of the Institute of Sports Medicine, with Michael and I the only Europeans. We had already become adept at using our chopsticks and as a result could enjoy the superb meal to the full. It started with an hors d’oeuvre of cold meats, nuts and pickled vegetables, followed by course after course of fat juicy crayfish, Peking duck, beautifully cooked vegetables, fungi and button mushrooms – the ultimate in chopstick manipulation. This was all accompanied by a mixture of beer and toasts of Maotai, the fiery spirit, which is a little like schnapps, and accompanies all Chinese banquets.

         Toasts are drunk through the meal. Someone stands, proposes a toast to Anglo-Chinese friendship, the Chinese Mountaineering Association, the Mount Everest Foundation or anything else he can think of, and then everyone else stands up, clinks each others’ glasses, and drains the contents in one, ending by turning the glass over to show it’s empty. The only variation is when the person making the toast favours the glass of sweet red plum wine which is also kept constantly topped up.

         At the end of the banquet we were all happily mellow, certainly not in the mood for a further session of negotiation. But back we went to the hotel. It was 10 o’clock before we were ready to sign the protocol but then we had to go through the appendix to the protocol, specifying just how many Chinese personnel, how many yaks and how many trucks we were going to need. I found myself typing this out at two in the morning on my little portable 10typewriter. Then it was down to the deserted hotel dining room for another meal and more beer before finally signing the appendix at 3 o’clock in the morning.

         There was no respite the next day, for we had to be up early for an appointment with Sir Percy Cradock, the British Ambassador. We were both very pleased with ourselves. Not only had we buttoned up the protocol but we now had the chance of being the first expedition to make a major ascent of an unclimbed peak in China. Sir Percy quickly brought us back down to earth, pointing out that there was no guarantee in the protocol that they would not allow another expedition on to Kongur at the same time as ourselves or even in front of us. We composed yet another letter to Mr Shi and then rushed off to catch our plane.

         Our mission was by no means over. True, we had permission, but the reconnaissance and main expedition were going to cost around £180,000 – close to the entire capital of the Mount Everest Foundation. There was no way that the foundation could embark on the expedition without sponsorship from somewhere to underwrite the costs. We had already been warned that it was most unlikely this kind of money would be available in England. We should have to look farther afield and Hong Kong, less affected than Europe by the recession, with its strong links with China, seemed the best bet. I already had one good contact in Hong Kong in the shape of Adrian Gordon, who had been with me on the South-West Face of Everest in 1975. He had served with the Gurkhas and, although he had only done a little climbing, had been invaluable in an administrative role supervising our Sherpa high-altitude porters and organising some of the lower camps. He was now working in Hong Kong as the secretary of the Hong Kong Jockey Club and had managed to get us a concessionary rate in the Hong Kong Hilton, which seemed a very pleasant base for a couple of mountaineering fundraisers. He had also organised a press conference and various television interviews.

         After a week in China the impact of Hong Kong was extraordinary, from the moment our plane dived through the clouds over Hong Kong harbour, seeming to fly direct at the jutting high-rise buildings of Kowloon, skimming the top of the ridge then dropping down into the packed airport crammed with planes. The first person we saw as we came out of the plane had been an airport policeman toting a sub-machine gun. In China there had been no security check of our hand baggage and hardly a weapon in sight. We were back in the affluent free west, but we were also back into the world of violence and potential hijackers.

         Adrian was there to meet us in an unfamiliar dark suit and striped shirt. He had soon plunged us into our round of press conferences and interviews, but the key meeting was to be at lunch the following day. This was when we were to meet David Newbigging, chairman of Jardine Matheson, the ‘taipan’ 11of one of the oldest and most prestigious of all the Hong Kong traders. Their head office was the Connaught Centre, an elegant tower that dominated the Hong Kong water front. Express lifts swept us up to the forty-eighth floor. The reception hall was panelled in light oak, with a dark-suited Chinese porter standing guard in front of an impressive coat of arms. We were shown up to the penthouse where we were to have lunch in a private room that must have one of the finest city views in the world, looking out across the crowded Hong Kong harbour over to the mainland shore of Kowloon, with the bustling streets far below.

         Over lunch, Michael and I described the objects of the expedition and our experience in Peking. David Newbigging listened, occasionally posing a question. I had a feeling it was going well, particularly when he told Michael that he would have to talk it over with some of his colleagues but that he would let us know their decision in half an hour’s time. In less time than that the phone went in our hotel room and Michael heard that Jardines were prepared, in principle, to underwrite the expedition.

         It was amazing how easy it had seemed, but this often appears to be the case. You either stumble immediately upon the executive, ideally the man at the top, who is inspired by your particular adventure, or you just never seem to find him. The chemistry of sponsorship is not entirely one of cool business analysis, I suspect. I think the first essential is to gain an emotional response or sympathy for the project.

         In this respect we were lucky, for David Newbigging was a keen walker and had explored most of the paths and back country of Hong Kong Island and the New Territories, which, for one of the most densely populated regions of the world, are very wild and unspoilt. He had also gone on several treks to Nepal. This at least ensured a sympathetic hearing but he was too sound a businessman to make purely emotional decisions. Fortunately, not only was there the magic of our being the first British expedition into China, tackling an exciting unclimbed peak, but Jardines with their long tradition of Chinese trade were busy strengthening their trading links and other contacts there, and our venture could undoubtedly help in this respect.

         Our expedition seemed to be off to a good start, but time was now short, for we were due to set out on our reconnaissance to Kongur in May, just three months hence. Michael and I agreed that a team of three would be adequate, Michael, myself and one other. We had to decide on this as soon as possible, but I was not going straight back home, since I had a week’s lecturing in Singapore.

         We tossed some names around. The number of top British climbers with good Himalayan experience, was limited to about half a dozen. We had decided on four climbers for the team, of whom I would be one. It wasn’t so much a matter of fielding the four best climbers, as of selecting four who were 12obviously very competent but who could also get on with each other. Equally important, they would have to fulfil the role as ambassadors of British climbing in China and at the same time cooperate and take part in the scientific studies, acting as guinea pigs.

         Quite a few potential members of the team I knew were already involved in other expeditions, but one climber, who represented the younger generation, was Alan Rouse. As far as I knew he was free that summer. Michael agreed that I should phone him from Hong Kong to invite him to join our recce. He took some tracking down, for he was running a climbing course on Ben Nevis, but Louise, my secretary, finally found out where he was likely to be and I called him from Singapore to ask if he was interested in joining us. Our expedition was under way.
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         The time between our return to England and setting out for the reconnaissance went all too quickly. Al Rouse and I got together the equipment and food we were going to need, assembling and packing it at my home in Cumbria. At the same time we got to know each other. The age difference between Al and myself was eighteen years; I was the same age as his mother, and yet there seemed very little generation gap between us. Part of the reason might well have been a lack of maturity on my part. I don’t think I’ve every really grown up. I love playing games, of which climbing is one. I still enjoy my climbing as much as ever I have done and thoroughly enjoyed snatching the odd rock climb with Al while we were getting the gear together. His climbing is much better, I suspect, than mine had ever been, but that didn’t matter. In the early 1970s particularly, Al was one of the most outstanding rock climbers in the country. He also has an excellent, very quick mind. He went to Birkenhead Grammar School, played chess for Cheshire and went on to Cambridge to study Mathematics. He had stumbled across climbing while still at school, starting on a little sandstone outcrop near his home in Wallasey, then graduating to North Wales, hard climbing and everything else the anarchic Welsh climbing scene had to offer. He had moved quickly through the evolution of British rock, hard winter climbing in Scotland, alpinism and then two seasons in South America. He and five others spent a year working their way from Patagonia up to Yosemite, completing a series of very bold climbs. They then turned to the Himalaya, and as a foursome in 1978 Al, Rab Carrington, Brian Hall and Roger Baxter-Jones climbed Jannu (7,710 metres) in five days using Alpine-style tactics. It was a remarkable tour de force, for the mountain had only been climbed once before by a large French expedition. The following year Al and Brian joined Doug Scott in a very bold ascent of the north face of Nuptse from the Western Cwm of Everest.
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