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ix
            Introduction to the 2025 edition

         

         I can hardly believe it’s fifty years since we climbed the South West Face of Everest. Fifty years since Dougal Haston and Doug Scott stood on the summit and then survived a brutally cold night out at the South Summit as they descended, the highest open bivouac in history and without oxygen too. I’ll never forget hearing Doug’s voice crackling across the airwaves as I waited anxiously for news at our camp below the Face. It’s fifty years, also, since Pete Boardman, then the youngest person to have reached the top, passed Mick Burke, still going up as Pete went down, never to be seen again.

         When I went to the summit myself ten years later, only Doug and I were left from that list. Dougal died in 1977 skiing near his home in Switzerland; Pete disappeared on the North East Ridge of Everest in 1982, on an expedi­tion I had led. At a break in the cornice, I looked across at the wild ice towers and snow flutings that ran down from its knife edge, where Charlie Clarke and I had looked in vain for signs of life. I thought also of my close friend Nick Estcourt, who, with Tut Braithwaite, had led the crux Rock Band on the South West Face, opening the way for success in 1975. Nick had died on K2 three years later, clipped to the same rope as Doug when an avalanche struck. Only Doug escaped.

         All this was in my head as I neared the summit of the world, where my friends were waiting for me, including Pertemba Sherpa, who had been our Sirdar, or lead Sherpa, on the South West Face, when he reached the top with Pete Boardman. He was also Sirdar on this 1985 Norwegian expedition that achieved such success, with seventeen successful ascents, thanks in part to Pertemba’s organisation. I remember him beckoning me up those last few metres, and how I crouched at the top, weeping with joy and sorrow and exhaustion, thinking of my friends and how badly I had wanted, needed even, to reach the top. I was a little over fifty years old, and for a short time held the record as the oldest person to have climbed Everest. Now, as I write this, I’m ninety, and still thinking about it.

         I first saw Everest in 1961, on the approach to its near neighbour Nuptse, part of the horseshoe that surrounds the Western Cwm. Nepal was a different xcountry then, without the bustle and pollution of today. There were no flights to the mountains in those days. This was three years before Ed Hillary’s team built the airstrip at Lukla. The road out of Kathmandu ended just outside the city. After that, we were walking. On our approach we saw just one other European, Peter Aufschnaiter, who, with Heinrich Harrer, had escaped a British internment camp and then into Tibet, where he had been living until the Chinese invaded. This was long before the trekking industry got going, nurtured by Jimmy Roberts, who a year before had led my first Himalayan expedition, to Annapurna II, at 7,937 metres just shy of the magic 8,000-metre mark the year before. Despite some altitude problems, I made the first ascent with Dick Grant and Ang Nyima. It would be the highest summit I reached before Everest in 1985, twenty-­four years later.

         Jimmy had proved a capable leader, not going up on the mountain himself but making sure logistics happened properly and marshalling the team. It was different on Nuptse, where Joe Walmsley was happy simply to put a team together, get us to the mountain with sufficient gear and then let us get on with it. Unlike Annapurna II, the Nuptse team was full of experience and talent, and it needed to be, because the face we were climbing was arguably the most technical route yet attempted in the Himalaya. Perhaps if we’d got on better personally, then none of that would have mattered, but as we made progress on the mountain, the team broke up into small parties, each thinking they were doing the lion’s share of the work. Despite it all, I reached the top with Ang Pemba, one of our six Sherpas, a day after Tashi Sherpa and Dennis Davis made the first ascent, and just ahead of our companions Les Brown and Jim Swallow.

         For weeks we’d been looking at the same limited vista, but as Pemba and I reached the crest of Nuptse’s summit ridge, the narrow gorge of the Western Cwm opened beneath us and the surrounding mountains burst into view, stretching away to the far horizon. Right in front of me was the black summit pyramid of Everest, seamed and traced with ice and snow that had stuck to the Face. I had no thought of climbing it. In 1961 it seemed far too difficult. I was more absorbed by the Tibetan Plateau that rolled away into the distance, a seemingly endless panorama of brown and purple hills.

         Himalayan climbing was put on hold after that. I left the army and met and married my first wife, Wendy. With her encouragement, I gave up the idea of a settled career for life as a freelance writer and photographer. During these years, in the mid 1960s, I did some of the best climbing of my life in the Alps, including the first ascent of the Frêney Pillar on Mont Blanc, and the first British ascent of the Eiger. I also met people like John Harlin, who xiunderstood the sort of big project that the media might buy into. John perished climbing a new route in winter on the Eiger’s North Face, which I covered for a weekend magazine. Whilst waiting on the summit to photo­graph his partner Dougal Haston, I suffered some frostbite, as did Dougal. We recovered together in hospital back in London, and we talked about the South West Face with our doctor, Mike Ward, who had been on the first ascent in 1953. We wanted him as leader, since neither of us felt capable, but political difficulties put an end to Himalayan climbing for a few years.

         When I did go back it was to lead an all-­star team on the South Face of Annapurna, the first truly steep Himalayan face to be climbed. I made mistakes, but I found I had a facility for it, loved the logistical challenge and the challenge of managing – or at least trying to manage – some hefty egos. In those analogue days you couldn’t just send an email to Kathmandu and book yourself on an expedition to an 8,000-­metre peak. It took months of organisation; writing letters, making calls, begging gear, liaising with embassies, seeking advice, telexing agents in Nepal and organising the travel arrangements for a big team of climbers, akin to herding cats. Success on Annapurna, albeit at terrible cost right at the last with the death of my old friend Ian Clough, led inevitably to my renewed interest in Everest.

         It felt though at the start of the 1970s that all the world’s best Himalayan climbers were looking at the same objective. Twice I was invited to participate in expeditions to the South West Face. I accepted the role of climbing leader on an all-­star international attempt in 1971, but I had misgivings about its structure and finally withdrew. They wanted to try two routes at once and that didn’t seem practical to me. It wasn’t easy to say no. I had bouts of depression afterwards, not trusting my judgment. In those days only one team got a permit each season; even if they didn’t climb it, when would I get another chance? I had another offer the following spring from the controversial German expedition leader Dr Karl Herrligkoffer, but withdrew from that as well. Luckily for me, an Italian group with permission for the post­-monsoon season of 1972 pulled out. So, I took their slot. Part of me thought to play it safe and repeat the 1953 route. At that stage no Englishman had climbed the mountain, and that Englishman could be me. I was tempted but it was yesterday’s challenge. I was more interested in the future.

         In retrospect, it was almost inevitable that we would fail. No one had yet climbed Everest in the post-­monsoon season, which grows progressively colder as the weeks pass. There was so much to learn. We had only made it halfway up the Face by mid­-October, when the first of the bitter winter xiiwinds hit us like an express train and destroyed our camps. By the start of November temperatures higher on the Face fell to -­40 °C. There were argu­ments and frustrations among the lead climbers about who would get to lead through the crux section of the Rock Band that separated the lower Face from the summit slopes. Even after we called it a day, we suffered the tragic loss of Tony Tighe, a young Australian who had been helping at Base Camp and who had wanted to see the Face for himself, only to die in the Ice Fall. It was a sad end to what had been a failure, but we had learned a great deal that we put into practice in our successful ascent.

         When we came home in 1975 after our successful ascent there were plenty who thought our use of fixed ropes, fixed camps and a big team was outmoded. It’s true that by then the alpine­-style revolution was underway, something I appreciated and welcomed. Yet how we climbed on Everest then bears no relation to how Everest is climbed fifty years on, with endless resources and helicopter support. It was much riskier in 1975. Our weather forecasts were threadbare in comparison to what’s now available. Equip­ment was improving, but the risk of frostbite these days is much reduced thanks to the quality of boots and down equipment, and the reliability and lightness of oxygen equipment. We were leading on hard new ground and the style we used was the only option to allow us a meaningful chance of success. I have no regrets on that score.

         Our success on Everest changed my life. I was honoured for my role, and I found earning a living became easier, something that before Everest had been a worry, especially with a growing family. Everest gave me new avenues for public service, as chancellor of Lancaster University and with the Outward Bound Trust. It changed Doug’s life too. He had always been interested in the local communities he encountered on the way to his climbing objectives. That was certainly true on Everest, and I’d been a bit worried when he started taking a personal interest in hiring porters to carry gear to Base Camp. Sadly, a young deaf lad he’d taken a shine to fell into a river and drowned. That galvanised him, and he spent a good portion of the rest of his life dedicating himself to the charity he set up, Community Action Nepal. We had our ups and downs over the years, but I was devastated when he died. He would be so proud that the work he started goes on.

          

         Chris Bonington

         Hesket Newmarket

         April 2025
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            Community Action Nepal

         

         Throughout Doug’s career he always took an interest in the indigenous people of the countries in which he climbed.

         After 1975, with an enhanced profile after summiting Everest via the South West Face, Doug made a conscious decision to commit his energies to improving the living conditions of the hill people of High Asia. He felt he owed them much from his various expeditions. He was strongly influenced too by the work of Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Roberts and Mike Cheney with whom he forged a close friendship on the South West Face expedition. Roberts and Cheney had been pioneers in setting fair conditions for porters and high-­altitude Sherpas in Nepal in the 1960s and 1970s.

         When Mike Cheney died in 1988, Doug took up his mantle by improving the wages and living conditions of porters. Then, in 1990, whilst returning from the Latok peaks in Pakistan, the death of a porter occasioned an enforced stay in the village of Askole where Doug became aware of a fifty per cent mortality rate among children due to a dirty water supply. Thanks to his high profile he was able to contact the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme and with the added help of the American Alpine Club a clean water system was installed.

         In the early 1990s Doug extended his energies with the founding of CAN – Community Action Nepal. The ethical basis of CAN is formed from the word ‘request’, with the charity advocating self­-sufficiency and sustainability. ‘Shramadan’ or community self­-help comes from voluntary labour.

         As Doug himself had building experience, no stone was literally left unturned as health posts and schools began to take shape. Nor was he ever afraid to challenge authority, be it malpractice in villages, or by the Nepal government or Maoist commanders. In the early 2000s whilst walking up to Thimphu during the height of the insurgency, Doug fell into tense conver­sation with a Maoist commander who informed him that CAN was con­sidered to be totally transparent and therefore had full freedom to work in all areas. The health post nurses during this time were especially brave and loyal, treating both Maoist and army casualties – often at gun point.

         In 2015, the great earthquake struck, destroying or damaging the work of fifteen years in the space of twenty minutes. An immediate fundraising xivcampaign was launched and within a short time three million pounds was raised. Within three years all CAN buildings were rebuilt to earthquake­-proof specifications.

         With Doug’s sad death in 2020, I became afraid for CAN’s survival with­out his dominant and charismatic leadership. However, with CAN having now completed sixty­-five buildings, comprising health posts, schools, and an old people’s home along with the employment of nurses and teachers, the provision of medicines and water projects, and numerous livelihood schemes supporting 250,000 people in remote areas, my fears have proved totally unfounded. CAN is thriving under the sage guidance of its trustees, the dedicated and hardworking office in Cumbria, and the careful husbandry of Murari Gautam in Kathmandu.

         Doug would be proud of them all, just as I am so proud to play a small part in the CAN family.

          

         Trish Scott

         Hesket Newmarket

         April 2025

          

         www.canepal.org.uk
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xvii
            Foreword to the 1976 edition

            BY LORD HUNT OF LLANVAIR WATERDINE

         

         In December 1972 I greeted Chris Bonington and his team at a reception on their return from his previous attempt on the South West Face, from which they had been turned back at 27,300 feet, and at the very limits of human endurance, by the combined effects of low temperatures and high winds at very high altitude. ‘Never again,’ was his verdict.

         I knew how he felt. Many years before, in the winter of 1937, with my wife and Reggie Cooke, I had taken part in a light expedition during the months of October to December to the eastern surroundings of Kangchenjunga, third highest mountain in the world. One of our purposes was to try out climbing conditions during the long clear spell at the beginning of winter, so as to prove whether that period might offer a better chance to climb Everest than the usually favoured, but brief opportunity before the monsoon brings heavy snowfalls to the South East Himalaya. We had some successes, including a 23,500-­foot peak; and we pushed a reconnaissance on Kangchenjunga to within a few hundred feet of its North Col, from which a ridge leads to the summit. But an indelible memory had been the bitter cold and a terrifying wind – especially that wind. Yet looking through my diaries, I find that I wrote later: ‘Taken all round, I feel that it is unwise to generalise as a result of this experience, and that it is most desirable to visit Everest in the post­-monsoon period.’

         So it came as no surprise when Chris phoned me in September 1973, to tell me that a Canadian expedition had cancelled their permit to attempt Everest in the autumn of 1975, and said he was keen to have another go. What did I think? Of course I agreed, and I meant it. Maybe the chances of success would not be much greater than before – I gave the odds at evens – but we both knew that some day that face would be climbed by someone. The urge to be that somebody was irresistible and with all the experience he had gained, Chris just had to try again.xviii

         There were certain lessons from the last attempt by which he was deter­mined to profit. One of these was to start earlier and be off the mountain before life was made intolerable. But this meant beginning the climb before the monsoon ended; there would still be masses of snow on the mountain and fresh snow would be falling from time to time. I agreed with that proposition, too, despite its snags. On our way up the Zemu Glacier in 1937 we had met a German party on their way down, flushed with triumph after climbing Siniolchu, a beautiful and very difficult peak, during September, in spite of the difficult snow conditions. Even more impressive had been the astonishing skill and endurance of an earlier German party led by Paul Bauer which, during more than two months of continuous hard climbing between July and September 1931, had forced their way up the North East Spur of Kangchenjunga, living in ice caves, to reach a height of 25,260 feet. They were finally defeated by an avalanche­-prone snow slope just below the crest of the main North Ridge, whence the route to the summit appeared to be relatively straightforward.

         So one of the problems attaching to Bonington’s choice of that earlier period was the danger of avalanches. This point was tragically brought home to us again a year after our telephone conversation when, whilst we were attending the centenary celebrations of the French Alpine Club at Cha­monix, the leader of a French expedition on Everest and five Sherpas were swept to their deaths down a couloir leading to the West Ridge.

         Reading this book, that word ‘avalanche’ looms large. An avalanche badly damaged Camp 4; a much bigger one wrought havoc in the Advance Base Camp at the foot of the Face; smaller snow slides, some of them serious enough to carry climbers out of their steps, were an almost daily occurrence on the great steep slopes between the high camps. That the climbers pressed on, taking calculated risks, without loss of life from this danger, speaks worlds for the new equipment they used, for their mastery of modern tech­niques, sheer determination – and a large slice of luck; there were some very narrow escapes.

         As for equipment, there is no doubt that it played an important role. I will mention only the matter of the expedition tents. Watching members of the team, armed with improbable climbing weapons – spanners – laboriously piecing together the steel framework of a MacInnes box tent on a gentle grassy slope above the waters of Windermere on a sunny morning last summer, I found it hard to imagine the same operation being performed on a slope on ice tilted at fifty degrees, at 25,000 feet on Everest, with the temperature well below zero centigrade. Yet it was done, not once but at xixevery one of the four camps on the face. Those boxes, products of the inventive genius of Hamish MacInnes, were further proof of the foresight of the team; credit is also due to the inventor of their prototype, Don Whillans, whose own performance on earlier attempts by this route had made such a great contribution to the final result. The robustness of these tents, with the relative comfort and protection they provided, was an important factor in success.

         On techniques, the extensive use of fixed ropes, up and down which all the climbers, attached by jumar clamps, can slide with security and relative ease once the leading climber has forced a passage, is the most revolutionary change in climbing big mountain faces during the past twenty years. It played an important part in all the onslaughts on the South West Face of Everest, and but for its skilful use last September several climbers would have been carried away by avalanches. But I think that all members of the party would concede (with the exception of the person I allude to) that the supreme example of climbing technique, applied with exceptional deter­mination, was Nick Estcourt’s superb lead, without the normal safeguards or oxygen at 27,000 feet, up the rickety, outward­-leaning ramp of snow­-covered rubble which led from the gully in the Rock Band up to the Upper Snow Field. This must be one of the greatest leads in climbing history, comparable, at least in its psychological effect, with the original lead across the Hinterstoisser Traverse or the exit gully above the Spider, on the North Face of the Eiger.

         I would like to say more about determination, for the urge to press on pervades the whole of this story. The will to get up Everest must be there in large measure in every Everest climber before he sets out, if he is to reach the top. It is a necessary reserve of inner strength which, if – and only if – it is in abundant supply at the foot of the mountain, may just about see him through – perhaps ebbing slightly all the time. It is a peculiarly personal thing, for which the word ‘ambition’ in its conventional sense is quite inadequate to explain the motive power needed for this kind of high endeavour. But no one reading those graphic passages from the diaries of the summit climbers, floundering and flaying their agonising way in deep, incoherent snow up the couloir below the South Summit, can question that it was this matter of will, reinforced by confidence, that carried Dougal Haston and Doug Scott to the crest. It was this same will alone, flickering, through a bitter night, which made it possible for them to return and tell their story to the world.

         Everest imposes enormous emotional strains on the climber, which are an inescapable consequence of his determination and will; and those tensions xxare movingly conveyed to the reader of this book. Upon no one was the stress so great and so prolonged as on the leader of the expedition. His was the original decision to make the bid; his the choice of companions, the general strategy; the supervision of the whole complex plan and its unfolding on Everest. His was the responsibility for the lives of more than seventy men, exposed to risks of many kinds and for a considerable time: from crevasses and séracs in the Ice Fall; from the labyrinth of monstrous hidden chasms in the Western Cwm; from avalanches on the Face and the sudden onset of bad weather on the summit ridge. On the leader would be heaped the chorus of criticism – even obloquy – from some climbers and many members of the public if this expensive venture were to prove to be yet another failure.

         Chris Bonington is such an effective writer partly because he writes himself, his doubts and fears, his irritations and rejoicings, into the story. We can feel his edginess as the effects of mental stress, physical exhaustion and oxygen lack during eight days and nights spent at and above Camp 5. Through his perceptive understanding of his fellow climbers, and by the inclusion of excerpts from their own accounts, we experience their moods, too. Nothing moved me more than Bonington’s tears when Dougal’s radio message from Camp 6 on the morning of 25 September announced success – and their safe return; and the unashamed weeping of Pete Boardman, youngest member of the team, when he staggered into that same camp after his own triumph and ordeal, with its accompanying tragedy of the loss of Mick Burke.

         But when all has been said about equipment, climbing techniques and the individual qualities of the climbers, my final word must be about the team as a whole and their interaction one with another during this epic enterprise. For me, this is the most fascinating aspect of the story. Much has been written in praise of small, light expeditions, in condemnation of large ones. I share with most other climbers a strong preference for going to the mountains with a few close friends: some of my happiest memories derive from expeditions of this nature. But where the objectives are diverse, or when the scale of the undertaking demands larger numbers, there is also much reward to be enjoyed from its complexity, with many members playing different roles to produce a combined result. The satisfaction may come from the fact that unison in these circumstances is that much harder to achieve and, if it can be made to work, the experience can be exhilarating. I can say about this team that the quality of their achievement lies not only in the fact that they reached their objective; not only in some brilliant xxiclimbing, nor the perfect timing of the plan, which avoided the worst onslaught of the elements. It is to be found in the manner of the doing by the very individualistic members working as a team, in accepting their various parts, tempering their disappointments and being such a happy united band.

         The British triumph on the South West Face is the culmination of a succession of attempts to solve this problem during the past five years: an international expedition in 1971; a European expedition in the spring of 1972, followed by Bonington’s first attempt that autumn. And before and after these three efforts came climbers from Japan: in the autumn of 1969, the spring of 1970 and finally the autumn of 1973. To all of these, but espe­cially to the Japanese, much credit should be given for their contribution to the eventual British success.

         This book is entitled Everest the Hard Way. Undoubtedly, the South West Face is a very difficult and arduous climb. Some day, no doubt, climbers will have so far improved their performances that this climb will be classified in a lower order of difficulty; such is the way of progress. Meanwhile, let nobody suppose that Everest by any other way, including our route in 1953, is an easy mountain; it is not. And at all times it is dangerous, as the sad toll of life in the Ice Fall, the West Cwm and on the Lhotse Face bears witness: whenever the wind is blowing strongly it is impossible to move along the summit ridges, and that means on most days in the year.

         And it is well that this should be the case, for man should be humble before the greatest works of nature.

         
            [image: ]

         

         John Hunt

         Henley-on-Thames
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            Author’s note

         

         So many people have helped make this book possible, for a start the huge number of individuals and organisations who helped get the expedition under way. Without these, of course, there would be no book. I hope we have mentioned everyone, expressing our appreciation, either in the text or the appendices. I should like to express our very special gratitude, however, to Barclays Bank International for underwriting the expedition, for without this support it is unlikely that it would ever have taken place. We are particularly grateful to the chairman, Anthony Tuke, whose ultimate deci­sion it was, and to Alan Tritton, who sat on our Committee of Management and looked after our interests throughout the expedition.

         I should like to give my special thanks to all the members of the climbing team, who not only gave me their utmost support and friendship throughout the climb, but also made available to me their diaries, letters home and, in several instances, original writing of their experience on the expedition. They gave me a wealth of superb material from which to select what I hope represents a balanced, living account of an expedition, not just from my point of view, but also from the viewpoint of many other members of the team, recreating the day-­to­-day emotions, fears, enjoyment and stress of a group of climbers on Everest.

         I should also like to thank the many helpers who remain in the background but without whom I should never have managed to write this book within my deadline: Margaret Body, my editor at Hodder and Stoughton, who has constantly helped me with encouragement, balanced advice and judicious editing; Ronnie Richards and an old friend of mine, David Hellings, for their painstaking proofreading and helpful suggestions; Betty Prentice, who not only typed most of the manuscript but also did some very useful initial editing; my secretary, Louise Wilson, who helped close the expedition down, completed one of the appendices and protected me from the outside world whilst I struggled with the book; my wife, Wendy, who looked after all the expedition transparencies and made the basic picture selection for the book; George Greenfield, the expedition literary agent, for his support and sound advice.

         Finally, I should like to thank John Hunt, both for writing the foreword to this book, and for providing me with inspiration and an example to follow xxiiifrom studying his leadership of the 1953 Everest Expedition which provides a blueprint for organising any major venture, and for the kind support and advice he has given me at every stage.

          

         Chris Bonington xxiv

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter One

            A second chance

         

         After we gave up our attempt on the South West Face of Everest in November 1972, I remember saying to Chris Brasher who had come out to Base Camp to report our story for The Observer: ‘Climbing is all about gambling. It’s not about sure things. It’s about challenging the impossible. I think we have found that the South West Face of Everest in the post-monsoon period is impossible!’ Rash words for, of course, the story of mountaineering has proven time and again that there is no such thing as impossible – although, I think, we could be allowed this self-indulgence immediately after our beating.

         Only two days before, on 14 November, I had been lying in my hoar-frost-encrusted sleeping bag in the battered box tent at Camp 4, at about 24,600 feet on the South West Face. The wind was hammering at the walls, driving small spurts of spindrift through the many rents caused by stones dislodged from the Face above. Outside there was a brilliant blue sky and a sun that blazed without warmth. From out of this void had come the wind, tearing and probing at tent and climber.

         Somewhere above, Dougal Haston, Hamish MacInnes, Doug Scott and Mick Burke were pulling across the line of fixed ropes, towards Camp 6. The wind was so strong that it had lifted Doug, a big thirteen-stoner, bodily from his steps and hurled him down; only the fixed rope saved him. I had had some inkling what it was like, for the previous day I had made a solitary carry up to the site of Camp 6 – even then the wind had been buffeting hard and I had wondered just how they were going to be able to erect the box tent in those conditions.

         But there had been nothing I could do but wait. Jimmy Roberts, my deputy leader, was far below, camped on Kala Pattar, the rocky hummock of just over 18,000 feet that rises above the Khumbu Glacier forming a perfect dress-circle from which to view climbers on the upper part of the South West Face of Everest. He had a walkie-talkie with him and throughout the day reported on the tiny black dots which were making their slow progress 2across the snow slopes below the Rock Band. One had turned back early but then, having reached the site of Camp 6, the remaining three turned back. For some reason Dougal Haston and Hamish MacInnes had decided not to stay at the camp as originally planned and I could only guess that because of the strength of the wind, they had been unable to erect their box tent. There was no way of knowing for certain until they got back to their tents at Camp 5 and made the seven o’clock call that night. Night fell quickly but then the time crept by slowly until, at last, I could switch on the radio.

         I got Dougal. They had pressed on to the site of Camp 6, but as I had suspected, they had been unable to get the tent up and even if they had, there is little they could have done. The gully ahead had been swept clear of snow, and the rock could not be climbed in that intense wind and cold. They were coming down the next day. And so I started to arrange our retreat from the mountain; all the Sherpas at Camp 2 to come up to Camp 4 the next day to pick up loads; the Nepali foreign office to be informed.

         It was all so terse and matter of fact but after switching off the radio I could not stop myself crying in the solitude of that small dark tent. We had tried so hard but in those last few days I suspect that all of us had realised that there was no chance of success, although none of us was prepared to admit openly to defeat. It was too late in the season; the winds of Everest were reaching over a hundred miles per hour; the temperature was dropping as low as -40 °C. We were all much too tired and our equipment was in tatters.

         We returned to Britain with a mixture of emotions. There was sadness at the loss of Tony Tighe, a young Australian who had helped us at Base Camp during the expedition and who had been killed by the collapse of a sérac wall on the last day of the evacuation of the mountain. This was mingled with satisfaction at having taken ourselves beyond limits that we had previously thought possible and feelings of heightened friendship and respect for each other cemented by the experience. There were memories of fearsome nights in Camp 4 with the wind hammering at the box tent, bringing stones from the Rock Band above thundering over the roof as one huddled against the inner side of the tent and wondered when it would be crushed. But there had been moments as well which made all the struggle and suffering worthwhile. I shall never forget my solitary trip to Camp 6 on the penultimate day of the expedition as I plodded laboriously up the line of fixed rope. My oxygen system was only working for part of the time but as I slowly gained height, creeping above the confines of the Western Cwm – higher at that moment than any other person on the surface of the Earth 3– the very effort I had made and the loneliness of my position made the everexpanding vista of mountains seem even more beautiful.

         Before leaving Kathmandu at the end of November 1972, I had already filed an application for another attempt on the South West Face in the next available spring slot. This was a slightly hopeless gesture since the mountain was now fully booked, autumn and spring, until 1979. The Nepali only allowed one expedition on the mountain at a time, and such is the popularity of Everest that it becomes booked up years in advance. There are two periods in which the mountain is considered climbable: spring and autumn. The former season, undoubtedly, has much to recommend it; there is less wind particularly at altitude but, most important of all, squeezed as it is between the end of winter and the arrival of the monsoon (sometime at the end of May or the beginning of June) an expedition starts at Base Camp at the coldest period of the season and then enjoys relatively warmer weather as it progresses up the mountain, having the warmest possible period just before making a summit bid. On the other hand, in the autumn the climbing period is slotted between the end of the monsoon, around the middle of September, and the arrival of the winter winds and cold which we had found, to our cost, come in mid-October giving an uncomfortably short period of tolerable weather in which to climb the mountain.

         It seemed highly probable that the South West Face would be climbed before we could have another chance at it, even though a fair proportion of the expeditions that had booked Everest were not planning to attempt the South West Face. There did seem to be one hope, however, for the Army Mountaineering Association had the booking for the spring 1976 slot; by themselves they were not strong enough to tackle the South West Face and had no plans for doing so. During the previous few years the army had organised a number of successful expeditions to the Himalaya, climbing both Tirich Mir and Annapurna from the north side. I had been a regular soldier and was a founder member of the Army Mountaineering Association; this seemed an excellent opportunity to persuade the army to incorporate three or four strong civilian climbers, such as Haston or Scott, and try the South West Face at what appeared to be the best time of year for such an attempt. I was prepared to take on the role of climbing leader under the overall leadership of an active soldier, feeling that in this way the expedition could have been fully cohesive and that the civilian members could have fitted in.

         I went down to Warminster to see Major-General Brockbank, who was chairman of the Army Mountaineering Association, and put my plan across. 4He did not like the idea and turned it down. I can sympathise with his thinking for there were obviously several problems. The Army Mountaineering Association naturally wanted to maintain its own identity and, although I was an ex-member, there was the possibility that my own reputation as a mountaineer could have engulfed them. Success could have been portrayed by the press as that of myself and the talented civilian climbers who had been brought in, rather than of the team as a whole. There could also have been personality problems inevitably created by bringing two groups of climbers together for reasons of convenience rather than selecting a team from scratch. I would, nevertheless, have been prepared to take this risk and make it work, since this seemed the only chance we had of reaching Everest.

         In the spring of 1973, Guido Monzino – the Italian millionaire who had relinquished the autumn 1972 booking, thus allowing us our chance – organised a massive expedition to repeat the South Col route. This expedition used two helicopters, hoping to ferry gear up the Ice Fall and even into the Western Cwm. This was a controversial step since the Ice Fall and lower part of the mountain are an integral part of the climb and the use of aircraft to solve logistic problems seemed an unpleasant erosion of the climbing ethic. Monzino could have argued that it is preferable to use an aircraft rather than risk the lives of Sherpas who carry the brunt of the risk ferrying loads in the Ice Fall and Western Cwm but, in the event, this argument was proved specious. The helicopters, at altitude, could not manage a sufficiently effective payload to eliminate the use of the Sherpas and were used instead for ferrying members of the climbing team up and down the mountain for their rest periods. In the end, fate took a hand – one of the helicopters crashed, fortunately without any injury to the occupants, and this ended a very expensive experiment. Our objection to the use of helicopters on Everest is on aesthetic grounds, for one of the beauties of the Western Cwm is its majestic silence; both the sound and sight of a helicopter chattering up the cwm would be an unpleasant, if not unbearable, intrusion. In spite of these problems, the Italians were successful, placing eight men on the summit of Everest by the original South East Ridge route.

         In the autumn of 1973 came the next serious onslaught on to the South West Face, with the biggest expedition so far: thirty-six Japanese climbers, sixty-two Sherpas and a twelve-man Base Camp group. The expedition was organised by the Japanese Rock Climbers’ Club. They started earlier than we had done, with an eight-man advance party going out to Kathmandu in early April, sending part of their gear by light plane to Luglha, the airstrip in 5the Dudh Kosi valley just below Namche Bazar. They brought the rest of their gear out with them in mid-July which meant that they had to carry it through the worst of the monsoon rain to Sola Khumbu.

         They established their Base Camp on 25 August and at first made excellent progress, following the same route as ourselves in 1972. They were hit by a savage seven-day storm at the beginning of October, just after they had reached the site of Camp 5 at 26,000 feet. Sadly they lost Jangbo, one of their best Sherpas, who had also been with us in 1972, in an avalanche on the lower part of the Face. Influenced by this tragedy and the deterioration of the weather, they resolved to turn their main effort to an attempt on the South Col route. Two of the party, Ishiguro and Kato, reached the summit of Everest in a single push from the South Col on 26 October. They had to bivouac on the way down and suffered from frostbite. This was the first post-monsoon ascent of Everest and a magnificent achievement, but the South West Face remained unclimbed. The Japanese had not abandoned the attempt on the Face when they turned to the South Col, but on 28 October, after two other members of the expedition had reached the site of Camp 6 on the Face, they decided to call off the expedition.

         Back in England I followed the Japanese progress as closely as sparse newspaper reports and intermittent letters from friends in Kathmandu would allow. In some ways I should have been quite relieved had the Japanese succeeded, since this would have removed the nagging problem, enabling myself and other British climbers to get on with our more modest but nonetheless satisfying schemes. It did seem fairly unlikely, anyway, that the South West Face would still be unclimbed in 1979 – the next date there was a free booking – and so, that autumn, I was already immersed in other plans. In the spring of 1974, Doug Scott, Dougal Haston, Martin Boysen and I were going to Changabang, a shapely rock peak of 22,700 feet in the Garhwal Himalaya. I had also applied for permission to attempt the Trango Tower, a magnificent rock spire off the Baltoro Glacier in the Karakoram for the summer of 1975.

         And then, one morning in early December 1973, a cable arrived from Kathmandu. It was from Mike Cheney, who helps to run a trekking business called Mountain Travel. It was founded by Jimmy Roberts, who had been the leader of the first Himalayan expedition to Annapurna II in 1960, had given me advice and help in the intervening years, and had been deputy leader in our 1972 attempt. Mike had always been the back-room boy, doing all the donkey work of arranging documentation, booking porters, helping our gear through customs, but had never actually been a full member of 6an expedition. He had also always kept me very well informed of happenings in Nepal.

         The cable read: ‘Canadians cancelled for Autumn 1975 stop Do you want to apply Reply urgent Cheney.’

         Suddenly all my nicely laid plans were upset; I had another chance of going for the South West Face but at the wrong time of year. We had already found that it was too cold and windy to climb the South West Face in the autumn. The Japanese had also failed but at least that had shown that a man could reach the summit of Everest in late October by the South Col route and that he could even survive a bivouac within a thousand feet of the summit, admittedly at the price of severe frostbite.

         It took me several days to decide. If I were to attempt the South West Face again I felt strongly that it should be in the spring rather than in the autumn. The memories of the bitter wind and cold of the autumn, the problems of leadership and organisation, the worries of finding the money to pay for it were all too fresh. Could I go through all this again for what might be little more than forlorn hope of success? Every consideration of reason and common sense said ‘Don’t go!’

         But the fact that Everest is the highest mountain the world, the variety of mountaineering challenges it presents, the richness of its history, combine to make it difficult for any mountaineer to resist. And for me it had a special magnetism. I had been there before and failed, and in the end I knew that I could not let pass the opportunity to go to Everest again, even if an attempt on the South West Face seemed impractical.

         One challenge that intrigued me was the possibility of organising a lightweight expedition to climb Everest by the original South Col route, employing no Sherpas and moving up the mountain as a self-contained unit of twelve climbers. I had pursued the same line of thought before committing myself to the South West Face in 1972, from similar motives of worry about the practical feasibility of a full-scale attempt on the South West Face. I talked to Doug Scott, Dougal Haston and Graham Tiso about my plans. All three had been with me in 1972. Doug and Dougal were non-committal but Graham, who had organised all the equipment for my first Everest expedition, was positively enthusiastic about the scheme. All too well he knew the problems of assembling the equipment necessary for a major expedition. He had put in a brilliant performance as a support climber on our 1972 trip, reaching 26,000 feet without using oxygen and staying at altitude as long as anyone on the expedition; the thought of taking part in a small, compact expedition, where he could even have the opportunity of 7reaching the summit of Everest, obviously appealed to him.

         Through the winter of 1973–74, Mike Cheney pushed our cause in Kathmandu and I did what I could from this country, enlisting the help of the Foreign Office and any other contacts I could think of. But Everest filled only a small part of my mind for I was busy planning our expedition to Changabang which we hoped to climb with a group of Indian mountaineers. Even more important, we were in the throes of moving from suburban Manchester to a small cottage on the northern side of the Lake District.

         I had lived in the Lake District from 1962–68 but then found myself getting more involved in photojournalism than in climbing, with all my work coming from London. The move to Manchester was rather an unsatisfactory compromise between staying in the Lakes and moving all the way down to London. I very much doubt, however, if I could have organised my first two expeditions – to the South Face of Annapurna in 1970 and Everest in 1972 – from the Lake District. At that stage I needed the amenities provided by a large city, near the centre of the country. We bought a small cottage in the Lake District for weekends and holidays and, in the spring of 1973, whilst lying in the garden one day, relaxing from the stress of closing down the 1972 expedition and writing its book, I suddenly realised how important was this quiet peace and beauty. My life was now much more closely involved with climbing and expeditions, and it seemed ridiculous to live in a place whose sole advantage was that it was easy to get away from and fairly accessible to London. And so we started the long, laborious task of making our cottage large enough not only to take a family, but also act as a place of work where I could organise my expeditions and write. Thus, that spring of 1974, Everest only occupied part of my mind.

         When I set out for Changabang at the end of April the cottage still wasn’t finished, and I left Wendy and the children ensconced in a small caravan at the bottom of our field. We had reached Delhi and Doug Scott, Dougal Haston and I were staying at the Indian Officers’ Club before setting out on the final stage of our journey to the Garhwal Himalaya when the telegram arrived. We had permission for Everest in the autumn of 1975.
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            Chapter Two

            It’s the South West Face

         

         Doug Scott came into my room later on that morning. He told me that he and Dougal had been talking about the opportunity that had been given us and suggested that I might reconsider my decision to make a lightweight push by the South Col route. He asked me how we’d all feel if we arrived in the Western Cwm and conditions seemed suitable for an attempt on the South West Face, and yet by the very nature and size of the expedition we were forced to pursue our plan for making a lightweight push by the South Col. We should always be aware of the South West Face towering above us with its intriguing unknowns of the Rock Band and the upper stretches of the mountain. This was the real challenge, and until it had been met and overcome any other route or style in climbing could only be a second best.

         I shared their feelings, but knew all too well that it was I that would have to spend the next year putting together the strong expedition that we should need to give us the slightest chance of success, with all its accompanying problems of raising funds, coordinating another large team and taking the ultimate responsibility for all our decisions and acts. This time we would have over a year to make our preparations and anyway, here in Delhi, on the way to another mountain, the romance of the challenge was stronger than my own practical doubts or memories of the months of worry and hard work which the last expedition had brought with it.

         Even so, I was cautious in my reply, insisting that we must first find a single sponsor who could cover the cost. We had only just succeeded in raising sufficient funds in 1972 from several different sources, and most of my energies had been spent in fundraising instead of planning how best to climb the mountain. It was obvious that to have any chance of success we were now going to need an even stronger and therefore more expensive expedition. We should also have to take into account the effects of inflation and the fact that many companies and certainly the entire media were feeling the pinch of the economic crisis. In other words, we needed more money, but there was less of it around.

         9We left Delhi that night for a rackety journey in the back of an open truck, across the moonlit Indian plains, on our way to the Garhwal Himalaya. On the approach march to Changabang, and even on the mountain itself, we often talked of Everest, analysing the reasons for our failure in 1972 and looking for the means of improving our chances in our next attempt. The key problems were the cold and high winds of the post-monsoon period. Somehow we had to get into position to make a summit bid before the arrival of the winds which seem to come at any time from early to mid-October. An obvious way would be to start earlier, but here one was limited by the monsoon, which continues until towards the end of September. By starting too early in the monsoon, however, quite apart from delays caused by bad weather, there would also be much greater danger from avalanche. The critical question, therefore, was just how early in the monsoon did one dare start? The Japanese had reported fine mornings followed by snow most afternoons when they established their Base Camp on 25 August. This, therefore – three weeks earlier than we had started in 1972 – seemed a reasonable target to aim for.

         Having established Base Camp early, the next essential would be greater speed in climbing the mountain. Inevitably this meant a larger team would be required to give greater carrying power. In 1972, with eleven climbers and forty Sherpas, there had been several occasions when we had had to delay our advance on the mountain in order to build up supplies at one of the camps. Once again I had to find a balance between a sufficiently large team to ensure that we could maintain our speed up the mountain and yet, at the same time, avoid becoming unwieldy. We needed better tentage which could stand up to the high winds, the heavy snowfall and the stones that raked the Face. By the end of the previous expedition, hardly a tent remained undamaged and we had even had to cadge some box tents from a neighbouring expedition.

         Finally, and perhaps most important of all, we needed to find a better route. The feature which had defeated all expeditions so far was the Rock Band. In the autumn of 1969 the Japanese had ventured on to the Face for the first time reaching the foot of this wall of sheer rock stretching across the Face, its base around the 27,000-foot mark. They approached it at the left-hand end where a deep-cut gully seemed almost to lead off the Face and a narrow chimney stretched up more towards its centre. They favoured this chimney as the best line when they returned in the spring of 1970 with a very strong expedition, but failed to climb the South West Face partially because there was practically no snow covering the rocks immediately 10below the Rock Band, thus making it difficult to establish Camp 5. Also, as a result of the scarcity of snow, there was heavy stone fall. Another reason for their failure was probably their decision to attempt two routes at the same time. It is all too easy to concentrate on the easier option once the going becomes rough on the other and the Japanese, turning back below the Rock Band, then climbed Everest by the South Col route.

         The International Expedition made their attempt the following spring. Although weaker in numbers than the Japanese expedition, they also went for two routes: the South West Face and a direct route up the West Ridge of Everest. This was overambitious and many of the arguments which bedevilled this expedition resulted from the almost inevitable abandonment of one of the routes, in this instance the West Ridge. Don Whillans and Dougal Haston, who were out in front on the Face for almost the entire climb, found similar problems to those the Japanese had faced the previous year. They used the tent platforms constructed by the Japanese at Camp 4 but, above it, almost having failed to find a suitable camp site on the left-hand side of the Rock Band, they were attracted towards the right by a well-protected ledge in the upper part of the Great Central Gully. This channelled them on to a long snow rake which stretched across the foot of the Rock Band towards the right-hand end of the face. Here they established their sixth camp at a height of 27,300 feet, just below a chimney that seemed to lead to the top of the Rock Band. But by this time they had been at altitude for too long, their supplies had thinned down to a trickle and they were forced to retreat.

         The following spring Don Whillans, with Doug Scott and Hamish MacInnes joined Dr Karl Herrligkoffer’s European Everest Expedition. This time they concentrated on the South West Face as a single objective, but the expedition was poorly equipped and, more seriously, disunited from the start with the large Austro–German group distrusting the British element. Don Whillans had recommended bypassing the Rock Band by skirting its right-hand corner and crossing the relatively easy slopes towards the South East Ridge just below the South Summit. The British party withdrew from the expedition when it became evident that they were not even going to be given the chance of making a second ascent once a German pair had made the first summit bid. Felix Kuen and Adolf Huber did reach the top camp but after a night there were driven back down, having done little more than look round the corner.

         In our turn, in 1972, I had planned on making a determined attempt on the right-hand chimney, since Dougal had assured me that it had been filled 11with snow in the spring of 1971. In the event, the snow had been blown away. More seriously, however, the chimney did not even lead to the Upper Snow Field which had an exit up a gully leading to the South Summit; on close examination it could be seen to lead on to the crest of a buttress between the South West Face and the South Face, leaving a lot of hard climbing before reaching the summit.

         It is surprising that the Japanese, in 1973, followed the same line as ourselves and previous expeditions, particularly since the first Japanese expedition had been confident that there was a route through the Rock Band over on the left. They had decided, however, that the Rock Band was too difficult for a first ascent and favoured the tactics of the German expedition, bypassing the band on the right, with a seventh camp on the way across to the South East Ridge – or even perhaps on the ridge itself. In fact, they were unable to establish their sixth camp.

         Whilst planning the autumn 1972 trip, I had come to the conclusion that it would be impractical to think of a seventh camp on Everest since it would inevitably place too heavy a burden on the lines of supply. It is advisable to sleep on oxygen and, of course, to use it for climbing and load-carrying from about 25,500 feet upwards to ensure that the team can maintain their effort to the top on a mountain as high as Everest. Camp 5 is at around 26,000 feet and it seemed possible to service only one camp above this point, however strong the expedition.

         Examination of our own performance in 1972, and that of all the other expeditions to the Face, seemed to show that the right-hand route was a blind alley. Both Doug Scott and I were very attracted to the deep-cut gully which appeared to penetrate the left-hand side of the Rock Band. You could not see all the way into the back of it, but a tongue of snow led into it and there seemed a good chance that this could continue a good way up. The problem might be to find an escape from the gully out on to the Upper Snow Field, but it was thought likely that the difficult climbing would be for a comparatively short section.

         Another advantage of attempting the Rock Band from the left was that we should be able to tackle it from Camp 5, ensuring that our lines of communication would be that much shorter, with the climbers sleeping lower and, therefore, going more strongly. If successful, we should be able to have our Camp 6 above the Rock Band – admittedly, with a long traverse across the Upper Snow Field to the foot of the South Summit Gully – but this seemed acceptable since the main difficulties would then be over. Most important of all, the successful ascent of the Rock Band would provide a considerable 12morale boost to the team. I suspect one of the reasons for a retreat had been the demoralising realisation that in spite of having reached 27,000 feet and establishing Camp 6, the hard climbing was still in front.
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         14By the time we returned to Britain, heartened by our success on Changabang, I had mapped out the general principles for our new approach. I still had to find our single sponsor, however, and that looked as though it could be difficult. The day after we got back I went to see my literary agent, George Greenfield, to present him with the problem. He knew all about my lightweight Everest project and was confident that he could raise the money for this without too much trouble, for it would only have cost about £12,000. Now, though, I wanted to raise over £100,000. He winced as I told him of the change, but after I described the discussions that Doug, Dougal and I had had during the Changabang expedition, I succeeded in convincing George that we had a chance. The next problem was to find our single sponsor. George suggested that we might approach Barclays Bank, especially as we had a mutual friend, Alan Tritton, who was a director.

         George arranged an appointment and I prepared a paper on why I thought we had a chance this time and the probable cost of the expedition. A week later we were ushered into his office in Pall Mall. He was sympathetic but noncommittal. He had to put it in front of his board. I sat it out for a fortnight, living in the confusion of a small caravan at the bottom of our field as the builders still worked on the cottage. Now – back in Britain – the prospect of masterminding yet another huge expedition was terrifying. It was hard enough writing an article to help pay for our Changabang trip, sorting out all the pictures and supervising the alterations to the cottage. Why the hell did I have to complicate everything!

         And then I learnt that we were over the first hurdle. Barclays were prepared to sponsor the expedition. In taking this bold step they made our effort on the South West Face possible for I suspect that there were very few, if any, other major companies which would have given this level of support. Although Barclays had sponsored other sporting activities in the past, usually through their international arm, they had never undertaken such a major commitment. In effect, they were going to underwrite the expedition for although their sponsorship was given on the strength of the budget I submitted, they were accepting the responsibility of having to foot the balance if I went seriously over budget.

         For me, it removed the greatest worry that any expedition leader can have. Now I could concentrate on organising the expedition, secure in the knowledge that we could select the very best possible equipment, that we would not have 15to take second-best, just to save money.

         I shall always be grateful to Alan Tritton for putting our case to the board of Barclays Bank International with the conviction and enthusiasm necessary to get their support. In the final analysis, however, it was Anthony Tuke, the chairman, who had to give his consent. Over the last few years I have approached many organisations for help in equipping or organising climbing ventures and have become increasingly convinced that very rarely is this support given for purely commercial reasons. In almost every case, the potential sponsor or supplier has had his imagination caught by the venture in question, has decided he would like to back it and then, and only then, has he started to try to justify it to himself and his board in commercial terms.

         Barclays’ support for the expedition was announced on 18 October 1974 at a press conference at their head office. I suspect they were slightly shaken by one aspect of the response by some of the media and their customers. Although many acclaimed their initiative, a number of people asked how they could possibly justify spending so much money on a pointless venture which seemed to have little chance of success, at a time of grave economic crisis. Even the mountaineering press questioned the wisdom of the expedition.

         Ken Wilson, who edits Mountain, and had been with us for a short time in 1972 helping to look after Camp 1 and then staying at Camp 2, felt he had to question the viability of the forthcoming attempt, writing in an editorial:

         
            Does the forthcoming Everest South West Face Expedition stand any chance of success? This is a question that many British climbers are asking themselves, as Chris Bonington and his wealthy sponsors, Barclays Bank Limited, crank that whole tedious media bandwaggon back into action after a two year break …

            There are however a number of ancillary considerations that should be given greater weight on this occasion. Many people in the climbing world and a growing sector of the press are becoming increasingly sceptical about the value of the project. Is such a route really worth the expenditure of £100,000 and should climbers remain so completely oblivious of this point, when the country and indeed the world are in such dire economic straits? To state that the money could not be diverted elsewhere is to avoid the issue. The fact is that involvement in such an extravagant project at this time of austerity lays the expedition, and indeed the 16entire climbing world, open to the charge of irresponsibility and frivolity in relation to the world about them …

            A successful conclusion (a remote possibility) would please everybody, but a more likely outcome would be an embarrassing rehash of the 1972 affair with a few hundred feet gained and some ticklish explaining to be done to an increasingly sceptical press.

         

         A Member of Parliament, Mr John Lee, Labour Member for Handsworth, even announced he was going to ask a question in the House. ‘I have great admiration for mountaineers,’ he said, ‘but frankly, the banks surely have better things than that to finance at the moment – like the regeneration of our economy for instance.’

         Perhaps most daunting of all for Barclays International was a flood of letters from angry customers who had, perhaps, just been refused overdrafts, asking how the bank could justify refusing them when they had just given a mountaineering expedition so much money.

         Alan Tritton remained splendidly imperturbable – at any rate to all the expedition members – and continued to give us unstinting support. We got on with the business of organising the expedition, but the questions needed answering. After the 1972 expedition I had been shaken, even hurt, by the criticism of a number of mountaineers whose opinion I respect, both of the value of the route and the size of the expedition we had used to tackle it. For instance, David Cox, an ex-president of the Alpine Club, in a review he wrote of our 1972 attempt, expressed his regret that we had abandoned the concept of a lightweight push by the South Col for a siege of the Face.

         The fundamental question was whether the South West Face could be considered a worthwhile objective. I think it was. There is a natural evolution from attempting a mountain by its easiest route; on Everest, the South East Ridge; then tackling other, perhaps harder facets such as the North Ridge or the West Ridge and then, finally, the steep walls embraced by the ridges. This same evolution has taken place in the mountains of the Alps, on the Matterhorn, the Eiger and every other mountain, and the steps forward on to harder ground were often accompanied by controversy over new techniques used or risks taken. The South West Face of Everest was not ‘The Ultimate Challenge’ of mountaineering (the title used for the American edition of our 1972 book) – there is no such thing, for no sooner is one ‘last great problem’ solved than another is found. It was, nevertheless, an intriguing problem which would continue to nag mountaineers until it was 17solved and man – perhaps especially, climbing man, being a very competitive creature – would be even more attracted to it, the more his fellows failed to solve it. It is this very instinct of enquiry linked with competitiveness which has accounted for much of man’s progress as well, of course, as his aggressiveness.

         There was no doubt in my mind about the worth of the route; inevitably I did wonder about the means we were going to use to climb it. My own philosophy is that one should use the minimum force or number of climbers necessary to give some chance of success. Lito Tejada-Flores has explored these ideas in a magnificent article called ‘Games Climbers Play’, first published in an American magazine called Ascent and subsequently reproduced in Mountain. He has taken the various types of climbing, from bouldering, through short rock climbs to Alpine face climbing and Himalayan mountaineering, and examined the various unwritten rules which climbers have imposed upon themselves to maintain the element of uncertainty that is such an important feature of the sport. In other words, there would be neither risk nor uncertainty of success if one used a top rope on a short but difficult boulder problem in Derbyshire, or used pitons for aid on all the difficult sections on a rock climb in North Wales. These self-imposed rules change in time, usually becoming more rigorous as the sport develops and frontiers of the unknown become more limited. A large number of rock climbs in Britain and the Alps which were first climbed using pitons for aid, have since been ascended completely free, using only what the natural rock offers. This is not necessarily a reflection on the pioneers who originally climbed the route, but merely a mark of the development of climbing skills and changing ethics.

         In the Himalaya there has been a growing trend towards very lightweight expeditions tackling increasingly difficult problems, often using an Alpine-style approach, abandoning the concept of set camps, high-altitude porters and fixed ropes, for a continuous movement up the mountain, carrying everything on the backs of the party and bivouacking each night. This is an exciting and very satisfying concept – one which Haston, Scott, Boysen and I followed on Changabang in 1974. Another pleasing feature of this approach is that the entire team can go to the summit together, thus all share in the climax of the expedition.

         On the South West Face of Everest, however, there could be no question of such an approach. In a way, one of its most pleasing features as a problem was that no matter what steps we took in our attempt to solve it – size of team, improved equipment, better food – our chances of success still seemed 18very thin. I found the sheer immensity of the problem fascinating. To be successful on any kind of major climb, whatever the size of party, requires meticulous planning. This in no way diminishes the essential romance of the adventure – indeed, it heightens it – for any venture can turn sour very quickly if the basic planning is faulty. Everest South West Face needed a whole set of new concepts in planning, equipment and timing to give any chance of success at all. Perhaps I am a frustrated field-marshal, my passion for war games and my early military career providing a clue in this direction, but I both enjoyed, and at times was frightened by, the scale of the responsibility I had undertaken – to form a sound plan and then to make it work in practice in terms of people, the wind, the cold and the thin air of the upper slopes of Everest. This was every bit as intriguing as tackling a smaller mountain with a more compact team.

         It could be argued that we should have waited, or even allowed some future generation with improved equipment, or longer necks, to make a lightweight push straight up the Face. I have a feeling, however, that if each generation just sat back, abandoning the challenge of the moment to the people of the future, we would never make any progress at all. In the climbing sense, though this probably also applies to the entire range of human discovery, each generation blunders forward, using the resources and concepts it has at its disposal to make an advance which at the time seems supremely difficult but which, in the course of time, could appear comparatively easy.

         The team members were certainly satisfied that the South West Face was a worthwhile objective and there is little doubt that very few mountaineers anywhere in the world would have turned down an invitation to join an expedition to attempt it. If uncertainty of success is one of the prime attributes of an unsolved problem, the Face certainly rated very highly. None of the team gave more than a fifty–fifty chance of success and some of them – especially at the beginning – gave us no chance at all, yet could not resist the invitation to join. Their attitude mirrored that of the majority of mountaineers.

         But could we justify spending so much money on the venture? As climbers without large amounts of money of our own, we have to justify our financial needs to the people we ask for sponsorship. I have succeeded in covering the cost of my expeditions in the past through the sale of magazine articles, the expedition book and film rights. The Annapurna South Face Expedition, which was fully sponsored by the Mount Everest Foundation, actually made a profit which was then recycled back into the foundation 19funds for use in helping other expeditious. But Everest was a bigger proposition altogether and there was no prospect of financing this expedition on the same basis. If we were to go ahead we needed an outside sponsor.

         Barclays’ decision to back us, inspired though it no doubt was by enthusiasm for what we were attempting, was based nevertheless on a commercial judgement. We were not receiving charitable help; Barclays Bank International backed us from their advertising budget in order to help promote their name and identity. They were certain to have a huge number of mentions in the press and, of course, provided we were successful, would show that they knew how to back a good investment which brought prestige not only to themselves but to the entire country. At this stage, when we had barely started to organise the expedition, however, it was a very bold step for it was becoming equally obvious that, should we fail, they could pick up a great deal of counterpublicity. But this was the chance they were prepared to take. Only they, at the end of the expedition, could say whether their association with it had been worthwhile.

         £100,000 is a lot of money by mountaineering standards, but set against the magnitude of the problem we were tackling, the size of the team we needed, the quantity of specialised equipment required, our budget becomes quite modest. But £100,000 is still a lot of money. There is no commercial value in climbing a mountain, and no simple answer to the question of whether such expenditure can be justified. In the end, this is something about which we must each make up our own minds. I do know, however, that we gave many people a great deal of enjoyment – and perhaps even a little inspiration as well – as they followed our story in the newspapers and on television.
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            Chapter Three

            Picking the team

         

         Even before the press launch of the expedition I had put in a great deal of work, deciding on the basic plan on the mountain and, from this, determining the strength of the team and our programme over the next year. These were the foundations of the expedition; get these wrong and the entire edifice could collapse later on. It was only after completing this initial work that I finalised the selection of the team.

         In a series of conversations whilst climbing Changabang, we had already determined our basic strategy and it was almost inevitable that Martin Boysen, Doug Scott and Dougal Haston should become members of the team. I had known Dougal since 1966, when we had both taken part in the first ascent of the Eiger Direct with John Harlin, a brilliant American climber whose meteoric climbing career tragically ended when a fixed rope was cut by a falling stone. Since that time Dougal and I had made a number of winter ascents in the Alps together; he had been with me on the South Face of Annapurna, when he reached the summit with Don Whillans, and had also taken a leading part in the 1972 Everest expedition. He knew the South West Face well, for he had been there in 1971, as a member of Norman Dyhrenfurth’s ill-fated International Expedition. With Don Whillans, Dougal had been out in front most of the time and had, of course, selected the right-hand line crossing below the Rock Band as the ideal route through this barrier.

         I have never come to know Dougal closely – I doubt if anyone ever could, he has so strong a reserve – but throughout our years of climbing together he has proved a loyal friend, always giving me a quiet support on expeditions. With a finely developed mountain sense and considerable determination, he seems to know exactly what he wants from life and quietly, but resolutely pursues his own course.

         I had known Doug Scott for a much shorter period and, although having met him on the climbing scene from time to time and given a few lectures at Nottingham for his local climbing club, in which he has always taken a very 21active part, we had never climbed together before our autumn attempt on the Face. He had already been to Everest once that year, with Dr Herrligkoffer’s European Expedition. Out of the 1972 expedition had grown a friendship which had been further strengthened by our experience on Changabang. Doug and Dougal form an interesting contrast. Dougal, self-contained, with a carefully ordered mind, developed perhaps in the years spent at Edinburgh University studying philosophy, his mind reflects his appearance – clean-shaven, casually, but carefully dressed; he is economic in thought, effort and movement. Doug, on the other hand, is a great, shaggy bear with shoulder-length hair, beard and eyes that peer through wire-framed spectacles. His dress, and at times his thoughts, are untidy, though his creative capacity is every bit as strong as Dougal’s – less disciplined, perhaps, but more broadly based, for as well as being a good writer Doug is a superb photographer. Like the traditional picture of the bear, he has a latent strength and violence in his make-up but, at the same time, is very lovable with a warm emotional spontaneity. I have never known anyone with such an appetite for climbing. For instance, in the early part of 1972 he went climbing in the Alps, then took part in the European Everest Expedition in the spring, went to Baffin Island in the summer and joined me on Everest in the autumn. He had been away from home for over three quarters of the year.

         Martin Boysen, the fourth member of our Changabang team, was another obvious choice for Everest. He is one of my oldest climbing friends; we had both started in the same climbing area, on Kentish sandstone, and had known each other from the early 1960s, when Martin had just left school and had already become the climbing star of south-east England. He went on to Manchester University, chosen because of its proximity to the crags, and quickly emerged as an outstanding rock climber. He may not have the single-minded drive of Haston or Scott, but he has a broader love of the mountains, born from a passionate interest in their fauna and flora which led him to study botany at university. His is a complex personality, combining the competitiveness and ego-drive of most successful climbers or sportsmen hidden beneath an easy-going, indolent exterior. He was with me on the South Face of Annapurna, sacrificing his own chances of going for the summit in the work he did in support of the lead climbers at a crucial stage of the expedition. I had invited him to join us on Everest in 1972 but his wife, Maggie, had been pregnant at the time and he had therefore reluctantly refused.

         Graham Tiso and Nick Estcourt were already involved in my plans for a 22lightweight push on the mountain. Nick Estcourt is one of the few top-class climbers I know who combines a considerable talent for climbing with one for organisation. By profession a computer programmer, he brings a well-trained, analytical mind to bear on every mountaineering problem, often coming up with sounder solutions than climbers like Doug Scott or Dougal Haston who, perhaps, have greater élan and drive. Both on Annapurna South Face and to an even greater extent on Everest in 1972 he fulfilled important roles. In the latter expedition he kept our accounts straight as treasurer and led some of the key sections of the route almost all the way to our high point at 27,300 feet, just short of the site of Camp 6 below the right-hand chimney through the Rock Band. Nick Estcourt welcomed my change from a lightweight push to a full-scale attempt on the South West Face, but Graham Tiso had different feelings.

         Having organised all the equipment in 1972, he knew the vast amount of work entailed by another full-scale attempt. A canny, forceful businessman, he runs a very successful climbing shop in Edinburgh and is used to working out the odds dispassionately. Viewed with cold logic, our chances of success to him did not seem great. He did not feel inclined to put in all the grinding, repetitive effort of getting our equipment together for a trip which seemed to have little chance of success and in which his role would have been identical to the one he had fulfilled in 1972. Then, he had worked magnificently in support, staying at Camp 4 for a long period and carrying up to Camp 5 without the use of oxygen. He had been enthusiastic about my lightweight push, for this might have given him a chance of going for the summit. Graham would not claim to be a brilliant mountaineer but he has sound judgement and, in 1972, had shown that he also had a fine pair of lungs. When he decided against coming with us I was seriously disturbed, for good administrators who can also climb are in much shorter supply than brilliant mountaineers.

         Now I had a nucleus of five whom I had invited to join the expedition. In my initial planning I had decided a stronger team would be needed to fulfil the lead climbing role and also the support. In 1972, with six good climbers who took turns out in front, and five, including myself, in support, we had been desperately short-handed. I juggled numbers around and finally decided on sixteen, with eight lead climbers and eight in support. Later, we were to increase this number to eighteen.

         The next place to look was obviously amongst the other members of the 1972 expedition. Hamish MacInnes was a natural choice for deputy leader. He was one of my oldest friends; we had first climbed together in 1953, 23when I was a young lad on my first winter climbing trip to Scotland. We had met up with Hamish and climbed with him, making the first winter ascent of Agag’s Groove on the Buachaille Etive Mòr. My more experienced companion had then returned home and Hamish, also on his own, then decided to use me, a young novice at winter mountaineering, as a portable belay on a couple of hard winter first ascents – one of them on Raven’s Gully, which retains its reputation even today. We went off to climb together in the Alps, making an abortive attempt on the Eiger North Wall in 1957, for my first Alpine climb, and climbing the South West Pillar of the Petit Dru. Hamish, at forty-six, five years older than myself, was an immensely experienced, very sound mountaineer who has made his life in Glencoe and become a world expert on mountain rescue. This would be his third trip to the South West Face, for he had been on Dr Herrligkoffer’s expedition as well as my own. He accepted my invitation with some reservation, being doubtful about our chances of success, but unable to resist going to Everest once again.

         Mick Burke’s reaction was much the same, at first. He did not think we had much chance but could not resist the challenge. When asked why he was going to Everest again, he said: ‘I don’t think the whole business allows much choice. If you’ve been once and you didn’t get to the top then, when the opportunity comes again, although you might not want to go, you don’t really have a choice – you’ve got to go. I mean, just think how ropey you’d feel if someone got to the top this time and you weren’t mixed up in it. It’s as straightforward as that.’

         Mick’s role, however, was not entirely simple, for besides being an ambitious and forceful mountaineer, he had become a professional cameraman and was now working full-time for the BBC. I asked him whether he wanted to come along as a member of the climbing team or to concentrate on being a cameraman and, presumably, be paid for doing so. After quite a bit of thought he decided he would like to be a full member of the team and then film as much as he could at altitude. This was a very similar role to the one he had held both on the South Face of Annapurna and on Everest in 1972 when he had taken a cine camera to our high point on the last day of the expedition.

         I also asked Kelvin Kent who had been with me in 1970 and 1972, running Base Camp and organising the porters. A serving officer in the army, he had been with the Gurkha Signals and, as a result, spoke fluent Nepali. His military career had by now reached a crucial stage, however, and he decided he had better sit this one out.

         24I could easily understand the decision of the support climbers not to go on another trip to the South West Face. They have all the hard work and very little of the exhilaration of making the route out in front. As a result, even if we were successful, their own experience would be very similar to what it had been in 1972. The lead climbers, on the other hand, had the lure of the summit and, even if they failed to get there themselves, the prospect of making the route over new ground. I was surprised, therefore, when Dave Bathgate decided against another trip. He had played an important part in 1972 when, with Nick Estcourt, he had made the route out to Camp 6. In doing so they had accepted a role which gave them very little chance of making a summit bid and, in effect, were setting it up for the other lead climbers. Dave is one of the least selfish people I know. A climber of considerable ability, his very modesty and lack of push has stopped him achieving the reputation of some of his peers. He was doubtful of our chances of success, suspecting perhaps that he might find himself in a subsidiary role and, anyway, had plans for a smaller peak and smaller expedition.

         As our medical officer in 1972, Barney Rosedale had been ideal. Although not a hard climber, he had spent two years in Nepal working in a hospital. His entire medical career had been in out-of-the-way places where he had had to take the full responsibility for medical decisions, even doing simple operations without the back-up of specialists. His maturity, rich sense of humour and work in managing Camp 2, in addition to his medical responsibilities, had been a tremendous source of strength to me. He was now practising in Marlborough, his wife had just had her second child, and I suspect that the heavy, unrelenting responsibility of doctor to an Everest expedition is something one wants to undertake only once. He therefore regretfully declined my invitation. It was obviously going to be difficult to find anyone to live up to his precedent, but in the event, we did.

         Charlie Clarke, the very antithesis of Barney Rosedale, was a keen expedition climber in his own right, having undertaken several expeditions to the Nepal Himalaya and the Kishtwar range in Kashmir. On first meeting he seemed almost too smooth – well dressed, with almost boyish good looks and an elegant house in Islington – very much the public-school product. On getting to know him, however, his enthusiasm proved to be backed by a steady strength of character and on the mountain, in spite of his strong interest in climbing, he always placed his medical responsibilities to the fore as a reliable and very dependable doctor. He described his own reaction to the expedition shortly after I had invited him to join us. 25

         
            This isn’t my style of expedition at all. Previously, I’ve been on small trips, often without much serious climbing. I’m coming firstly because I’ve never been to the Everest region, and I’ve always wanted to, and secondly the lure of the big mountain is absolutely enormous. Though I could turn down most other expeditions without too much heart-searching, I’m sure I could never turn down a chance to go to Everest.

            Strangely, it isn’t the Face that worries me so much, but I often wake at night and worry about the Ice Fall; I suppose it’s the thought of the vast number of people having to go through it the whole time. In fact, most expeditions – however careful they’ve been – either lose somebody or come very close to doing so. I must say, I think we’ve the best chance of anybody of getting up the Face. We seem to have the right size of party and, what is most important, we have people who are not prima donnas making up a substantial part of the team.

         

         There was no shortage of advice concerning potential team members and probably very few climbers would have refused an invitation. To me, at this stage, the most important choice was not that of the lead climbers but of the right person to organise all our equipment now that Graham Tiso had decided against coming with us. I certainly wanted someone in the equipment business who would have the right contacts and a businesslike, organised way of tackling the mammoth task which was going to confront him. Then I remembered that an old friend of mine, Dave Clarke, who ran a climbing shop in Leeds, had written just before the 1972 expedition, volunteering his services as an unpaid Sherpa.

         Dave Clarke had been on an expedition to South Patagonia in 1961, primarily to carry out a geological survey. The leader of this team and two of its members had later invited Don Whillans, Ian Clough and myself to join them on a climbing venture to tackle the most challenging peak of the range, the Central Tower of Paine. Dave was just starting work as a civil engineer at that time and therefore had to stand down from this expedition. We had met again when he came to the Lake District to build a bridge by Backbarrow in 1964. The lure of the Lakes was strong and he accepted a job as a quarry manager in Coniston but in 1967 he moved on to open a climbing shop in Leeds. We had climbed together on several occasions in the Lake 26District and, in 1968, had both been involved in an attempt to canoe down the upper reaches of the River Inn in Switzerland, Dave acting as support party with myself photographing the venture for the Daily Telegraph Magazine. We succeeded in snatching a climb on the 3,000-foot high Laliderer Wall in the Karwendelgebirge in Austria on the way out.

         Dave was the only person, I could think of, who had all the qualifications for collecting the equipment. He was a hard worker, a perfectionist in everything he did and yet, at the same time, had a warm sense of humour and a real consideration for the people with whom he was working. When he accepted my invitation, however, I doubt whether he realised just what he was letting himself in for. No more did I, for the scale of this expedition was so much greater than anything I had organised previously. Nevertheless, he fully justified the confidence we put in him, and it was a great relief that I had found the ideal person for this formidable task.

         Mike Thompson was another old friend. We had been at Sandhurst and done a lot of climbing together over the years. On the South Face of Annapurna he was a support climber and had organised the food. His career as an anthropologist had been at a critical stage when I had invited him to join us on Everest in 1972 and he had decided not to come. He could not resist the invitation this time, however, and once again took on the task of food organiser.

         I talked to Mike about the role he expected to fill on the expedition, and he commented:

         
            It’s easy for me, in a sense, because I’m going along as a supporter anyway. One says to oneself ‘I won’t think too much about anything else – just get on with the job in hand, acting as a supporter and keeping an eye on the food.’ It all happens naturally; you just get on with that and if other opportunities present themselves that’s a bonus. It’s ideal, really, because in a support role nobody is expecting anything more of you. On the other hand, if you’re expected to reach the top and you do no more than carry two loads to one of the lower caps, that’s a disappointment.

         

         Now I started to look round for another support climber, one I hoped would be able to help me with some of the organisation prior to setting out on the expedition. I had asked other members of the team for suggestions and one name came up from two very different quarters – that of Ronnie 27Richards. Doug Scott had met Ronnie in the Pamirs during the summer of 1974, when they had both attended an international mountaineering camp organised by the Russians. His steady endurance as a mountaineer, his quiet modesty and the fact that he obviously knew how to organise himself had impressed Doug.

         ‘We didn’t think much of him at first,’ he said. ‘I suppose he was too much of the public-school type, but when we got to know him, we realised he was a good bloke.’

         A recommendation also came from Graham Tiso, who has climbed Pik Lenin (23,400 feet) in the Pamirs with Ronnie, that he was a first-class, steady, well-organised mountaineer. There was also the extra advantage that he was living at home with his parents in Keswick, close enough to me to be of immediate help. He came over to see me and I took to him immediately, inviting him on the spot.

         Another vital gap to be filled was Base Camp manager and organiser in Nepal. In 1972, Jimmy Roberts had been deputy leader, looking after the recruitment of all our Sherpas. His last job with the army had been that of military attaché in Kathmandu and, on retirement when he had started his very successful trekking firm, Mountain Travel, he used Sherpas to run the treks. As a result, he had on his books some of the best high-altitude porters available. They were all devoted to Jimmy and this had been a tremendous help to us in 1972.

         Jimmy’s director was Mike Cheney, who had done so much of the background organising of the 1972 expedition. An arthritic hip had been giving Jimmy an increasing amount of trouble over the previous two years and so it seemed wise to give Mike his chance. I asked him to act as ‘Our Man in Nepal’ whilst Jimmy Roberts continued to give us his help and advice.

         Mike was not a climber, but would run Base Camp and I felt we needed another fluent Nepali-speaker to look after our Advance Base Camp in the Western Cwm. It is all too easy to have unnecessary misunderstandings between climbers and Sherpas simply through lack of communication. I left this selection to Mike Cheney who suggested Adrian Gordon, an ex-Gurkha captain who had recently left the army and was now working with the Gurkha Resettlement Scheme in Nepal.

         With my full allocation of support climbers, there were still two places to fill among the lead climbers. The problem here was one of overabundance – there were so many good climbers to choose from. I was aware of the criticism in the climbing world that only Bonington’s cronies had any chance of getting on a Bonington expedition. There was, of course, some truth in 28this since one naturally tends to ask people one already knows and of whose performance and compatibility one has first-hand knowledge. At the same time, though, I wanted to broaden the membership of the expedition, but to achieve this through the recommendations of the other members.

         Paul Braithwaite, better known in climbing circles as ‘Tut’, had had, in the last few years, an outstanding Alpine record, making a number of impressive first British ascents. He had also had some expedition experience in Baffin Island with Doug Scott and then, at greater altitude, in the Pamirs when he reached the summit of Pik Lenin, also with Doug. He had been to art college but gave it up to become a freelance decorator, finding that this gave him the freedom and money to climb when he wanted. On meeting him, it was difficult to believe that he had the endurance to climb at altitude – he has a slight build which is emphasised somehow by his wispy moustache and long, straggly hair.

         There seemed to be a multitude of possibilities for the eighth place and yet, when one started analysing the mountaineering background, experience at altitude and general compatibility of candidates, it quickly thinned out. Tut Braithwaite, Doug Scott and I had gone for a quick trip to the Alps and it was during this holiday that Tut suggested the name of Pete Boardman as a talented young climber who would get on with the other team members He was only twenty-three, but already had experience of one very successful expedition to the Hindu Kush when he had made a bold, Alpine-style ascent of the north faces of the Koh-i-Mondi and Koh-i-Khaaik. Now he was working as a mountaineering instructor at Glenmore Lodge, the Scottish National Mountaineering Centre in the Cairngorms. I had never met him, and so asked him to come down for a weekend in the Lake District, and was immediately impressed by his quiet maturity. I invited him to join us, at the end of the weekend.

         There was just one more place to fill to bring my team up to sixteen. We had agreed to take along a representative of Barclays Bank and since we needed another support climber, this should obviously be the same person. At this stage I was getting suggestions from a dozen different quarters. Ken Wilson phoned me at least once a week with unsolicited advice: ‘You’ve got no sense of politics,’ he’d say. ‘Your team just isn’t representational. You want some of the lads in it from the Welsh scene. Who on earth has heard of Richards or this fellow Gordon.’

         I tried to explain that I was trying to build up a compatible team, not a political party.

         I was still juggling names when Graham Tiso rang me one night.

         29‘You must have Allen Fyffe,’ he told me. ‘I can’t think how you’ve missed him out! He’s as good as anyone on ice, went really well on Dhaulagiri and would fit well into your team.’

         From my high regard for Graham’s judgement and knowing Allen slightly, having met him in Glencoe several times over the years, I decided – perhaps impulsively – to invite him to join the expedition. In doing so, I undoubtedly complicated things for myself. Allen was very definitely a lead climber and this gave an uneven number, unless I included myself or another member of the team in this category. We now had seventeen members including the Barclays representative, Mike Rhodes, an easy-going, enthusiastic rock climber from Bradford.

         By this time there was also a Committee of Management, chaired by Lord Hunt. Sir Jack Longland, who had been on Everest before the war, Ian McNaught-Davis and Charles Wylie were members. I shall always be grateful for their advice and support. Doug Scott was also on the committee, to represent the feelings of the expedition members. At one of their early meetings Sir Jack Longland suggested that with such a large team it might be advisable to have a second doctor. The good sense of this was immediately apparent; I had already received a letter from Jim Duff, a young doctor who was working in Nepal on the Trans-Nepal Highway as medical officer. A friend of Doug Scott and Mick Burke, both of whom gave him a strong recommendation, he seemed ideal and I invited him. This, then, completed the team. In subsequent months I often worried that I might have made the team too large and wondered how on earth I could control them all on the mountain. I had also agreed to taking with us a BBC team of four and Keith Richardson of the Sunday Times. But there was little time for reflection in those seven hectic months before despatching our gear to Nepal.

         One of my most critical decisions was the date on which to establish Base Camp and start the climb. The monsoon, which brings warm, very wet weather to the foothills and heavy snowfall to the mountains, ends around late September, usually with a violent storm that heralds settled, sunny weather. With this, however, come the constant high winds and bitter cold of the autumn that had defeated our 1972 attempt. I wanted to be in a position to establish our top camp and make a summit bid before the arrival of these winds. This would mean climbing through the monsoon, with the accompanying risk of bad weather and of avalanches. Hitherto the usual practice for autumn expeditions had been to start after the monsoon was over, though some pre-war expeditions had climbed through the monsoon.

         The report of the 1973 Japanese expedition, however, was encouraging. 30They had established their base camp on 25 August and enjoyed surprisingly settled weather until early October and the arrival of the end of monsoon storm, after which the high winds had constantly plagued them. Up to this date, they had had fine mornings, but snowfall almost every afternoon. Most important of all, there was practically no wind.
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Previous attempts on the South West Face

A 69 Japanese reconnaissance expedition in autumn 1969

S70 Japanese expedition in spring 1970

S 71 International expedition in spring 1971

S72 European expedition in spring 1972

AT2 Bonington’s thirteen-man British expedition in autumn 1972
A 73 Japanese expedition in autumn 1973

Note: the autumn 1972 and autumn 1973 expeditions both reached the height of
Camp 6 at 27,300 feet but did not establish camp there.
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