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– Author’s Note –


This book is a personal account of the 1933 Everest Expedition, compiled from a diary which accompanied me to the highest camps, and is published by permission of the Mount Everest Committee. The reader who desires a more comprehensive account is referred to the official expedition book – Everest 1933 by Hugh Ruttledge.


There have been six expeditions to Everest of which two were primarily reconnaissances and there is to be a seventh in 1938. The 1933 Expedition was the fourth and, like the 1924 Expedition, it came very near to success. Its members were:


Hugh Ruttledge (leader) [Hugh], E.O. Shebbeare [Shebby], C.G. Crawford [Ferdie],


Captain E.St.J. Birnie [Bill]; Maj. Hugh Bousted [Hugo]; T.A. Brocklebank [Tom];


Dr. C. Raymond Greene, Percy Wyn Harris [Wyn], J.L. Longland [Jack], Dr. W. McLean


[Willy], Eric E. Shipton, Lieut.W.R. Smijth-Windham [Smidge]; F.S. Smythe, Lieut.


E.C. Thompson [Tommy], Lawrence R. Wager [Waggers], George Wood-Johnson.


The memories of physical hardship are fortunately so illusive that it almost seems to me that my diary exaggerates. Did we really have such an unpleasant time in 1933? Perhaps in this connection I may mention the diary of a former Everest climber. Above the Base Camp his description of the day’s events is said to be prefaced invariably by the words ‘Another bloody day’.


It is instinctive with man to want to dominate his environment and Everest is one of the last great problems left to him on the surface of this Earth. In solving this problem he adds to his scientific knowledge, and enjoys a physical and spiritual adventure.


That Everest will be climbed cannot be doubted; it may be next year or a generation hence. Every expedition adds to our knowledge of the problem, yet, in the end, the climber depends for success on the casting vote of fortune. There are three problems inherent in the ascent. Firstly, the difficulty of the mountain, which is considerable at a height of 28,000 feet; secondly, the altitude and, thirdly, the weather. Skill and knowledge may solve the first two, but the last will always remain an incalculable factor. The weather defeated the 1933 and 1936 expeditions, though it remains to be proved that men can live in the rarefied air above 28,000 feet without some artificial aid.


Lastly, no reference to the Everest problem, however brief, is complete if it fails to mention the Sherpa and Bhotia porters. Their work has brought us very near to success, and the story of their courage and devotion should stand out in letters of gold when the last chapter in the struggle comes to be written.





Publisher’s Note


The disappearance of Mallory and Irvine in 1924 and the discovery of the ice axe in 1933, make Camp Six and the official account (Everest, 1933) of particular value. These carried the assessments of what might have happened in 1924 by the first climbers to revisit the scene. Their opinions may be more focused than those of modern commentators as they had similar equipment, food, fuel, and tactical perceptions as the 1924 climbers. Frank Smythe suggests, in the postscript, the ice axe position may point to an accident that took place during the ascent. The later discovery of what may have been a carefully stashed (rather than discarded) oxygen bottle apparently beyond (towards the summit) the ice axe site may weaken this theory. In 1999 the discovery of Mallory’s roped body, suggested that he was linked to Irvine at the moment of mishap. This has, if anything, made the presence of the ice axe even more puzzling as the body and axe sites are a considerable distance apart, albeit generally in line. These more recent discoveries are of relevance to the debate in this book, so additional footnotes (denoted by †) have been added where suitable.
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– Chapter One –


Darjeeling


Calcutta is hot even in February. Though sorry to part from many hospitable friends, I was glad to begin the last stage of my journey from England to Darjeeling.


It was a stuffy night to begin with in the ‘Darjeeling Mail’, and ravenous mosquitoes interfered with my slumbers, but towards dawn the temperature fell and cool, refreshing airs rushed in at the window.


As the train neared Siliguri the sky lightened with a quick rush of rosy tints and little pools of water opened calm eyes in the paddy fields of the Bengal plain.


I peered from the window into the dim hill-filled north, and there, high up in the sky, I saw a tiny point of golden light. During the few seconds that it was visible before a curve took it from sight it grew larger. It was the summit of Kangchenjunga, nearly one hundred miles distant.


At Siliguri, the foothills meet the plain, and the hillman the plainsman. Half of those on the platform were languid Bengalis, the other half energetic, slant-eyed, broad-faced, high-cheeked Tibetans; smooth-skinned, quiet-mannered Lepchas from Sikkim, and tough little Sherpas from Nepal, their brows furrowed as though from the strain of staring into great distances, and their eyebrows puckered from the snow-glare of the passes. Traders, beggars, Lama pilgrims, rickshaw wallahs from Darjeeling and little Nepali women from the tea plantations, with gay-coloured blouses and cone-shaped wicker baskets on their backs; all were cheerful, all ready to show their teeth in a broad grin.


I breakfasted, then ascended to Darjeeling by the world-renowned Himalayan Railway. So wide are the carriages that they seem likely to over-balance on the narrow-gauge line. A brave little engine draws the train, but it would not succeed in climbing the steeper gradients without two men stationed on the front to pour sand on the rails.


First along the plain, fussed the train, then into the sub-tropical forests that extend for scores of miles along the foothills of the Himalayas. One minute, we were on the level, the next we were climbing steeply uphill.


After the placid, less secretive beauties of English woodlands, these Himalayan forests are strangely impressive. Sunlight rarely penetrates their dense foliage, beneath which all manner of rank shrubs struggle despairingly upwards towards the sunlight; giant creepers embrace the moss-clad trees in an octopus-like grip, and epiphytic ferns, proof of the humid climate, hang from the branches in lank green tendrils, so that the traveller fancies himself walking on an ocean floor amid pendent masses of seaweed. In each great tree dwells a colony of birds and insects, and there is a constant whirring and humming as though countless sewing machines and sawmills were being worked by invisible hands.


Pantheists who can see only beauty and gentility in nature should visit a tropical or sub-tropical forest. Grossness and strife are the keynotes, and the predominant motif is death and the fear of death. Much has been written of the gentle beauties of the English countryside, but where are the poets of the jungle?


The train stopped to pick up a red-haired Irishman, who told me that he had been sitting up all night for a tiger, but without success. He also related the providential escape of a friend from an infuriated leopard. The would-be leopard killer fired one barrel of his gun – he was using a double-barrelled shotgun firing soft-nosed bullets – and missed. The other cartridge misfired. The next moment the leopard was on him. He ducked as it sprang and somehow – he was a powerful man – threw the beast over his shoulder. The leopard was so surprised at this ‘all in’ treatment that it made off, leaving the hunter with a badly mauled arm which he subsequently lost through sepsis. The story ended romantically; he married his nurse.


Presently we emerged from the forest on to a hillside terraced with paddy fields.


Even this foothill country is comparable with the Alps in scale. In one glance my eye passed from the steamy depths of valleys, little more than one thousand feet above the sea, to hills ten or twelve thousand feet high, and from these hills, to the distant snows of the Himalayas which were already half obscured by clouds rising in slow columnar masses from the ranks of blue foot-hills. I remembered Ruskin’s majestic peroration:


Out from between the cloudy pillars as they pass emerge for ever the great battlements of the memorable and perpetual hills.


Tom Brocklebank met me at the station and we walked up the steep streets of Darjeeling to the Planters Club, where I was most hospitably welcomed by the secretary and his wife, Mr and Mrs Wrangham Hardy. From the ‘quarterdeck’, as the terrace outside the club is known, the visitor, seated in an easy chair with a drink by his side, can look out over the roofs of Darjeeling on one of the grandest views in the world.


Ruttledge and the others had been working hard for the past fortnight, and most of the porters had been selected and ‘wormed’ at the hospital, a necessary operation accomplished by means of castor oil and santonin. Ruttledge’s plan was for the expedition to move slowly across Tibet and establish the Base Camp on or about April 20, as he thought that this would help the party to acclimatise to altitude. To assist further in this process, an advance party in the charge of Ferdie Crawford – consisting for the most part of those without high altitude experience – would leave in advance of the main party and remain for a few days at Tsomgo bungalow, 12,000 feet. This is on the Sikkim side of the Natu La, a pass of 14,300 feet, by which we were crossing the Himalayas into Tibet.


The weather was already causing some anxiety as Dr Sen, the Meteorologist of Alipore, who was supplying weather reports to the Expedition, had predicted an early monsoon. We knew that this was only a shrewd guess, based on a combination of different circumstances, but we knew too that so experienced a meteorologist would not hazard a guess without considerable data and forethought. It was worrying to our peace of mind, especially as the weather was unsettled along the Himalayas whilst the snow line was said to be abnormally low for the time of the year. Everything depended on our having a spell of fine, windless weather between the ending of winter conditions and the onset of the monsoon. In the absence of any such period we were doomed to almost certain failure.


The anxieties and responsibilities of the leader of an Everest expedition are many, yet, however carefully preparations may be made, success or failure in the end depends on a turn of Fortune’s wheel. This is as well, otherwise mountaineering would be a dreary business.


Among our porters was Nima Tendrup, the ‘old soldier’, who had been my servant on the Kangchenjunga and Kamet expeditions and had accompanied all three of the previous Everest expeditions. Only younger men were being chosen for our porter brigade, for ‘old soldiers’ have a knack of grousing and imparting discontent to their fellows, whilst some of the men of past expeditions were still a prey to the superstitions woven about Everest, but in Nima Tendrup’s case an exception was made. He was old as Bhotia porters go, probably over forty, though he gave his age as twenty-four, and would not be able to go very high, probably not above Camp 3, but he would do his best, that I could vouch for, and as a servant he would serve me well. Many of my Himalayan memories are inseparable from his solemn face with its permanently worried expression and its sudden broad smile.


Lewa was another veteran. He, also, had accompanied all the previous Everest expeditions, and had taken part in three Kangchenjunga expeditions. He had been sirdar of the Kamet expedition, and now he was to be head sirdar of an Everest expedition, a position coveted by all Himalayan porters. On Kamet he had lost all his toes through frostbite, but to a man of his calibre this mattered little. No stronger, more hard-bitten man ever trod a mountainside. When, high on Kamet, one of the porters dropped his load through sheer exhaustion, Lewa picked it up and carried it in addition to his own, a total weight of over one hundred pounds, to the highest camp at 23,300 feet.


One more veteran was Lhakpa Chedi, who carried a load to Camp 6, 26,800 feet, on Everest in 1924. He had a comfortable billet as a waiter in Darjeeling but was anxious to come as our mess-man and made no secret of his intention to go as high as anyone. And lastly, I cannot omit Ondi.[1] When I first saw Ondi in 1930 on Kangchenjunga, I thought I had never seen such a ‘tough’, but I came to learn that beneath an almost blackguardly exterior, there reposed an unshakeable loyalty and a heart of gold. During that expedition he had fallen thirty feet into a crevasse and it was only by chance that I found him. He was badly knocked about and was sent down to the Base Camp and told to remain there by the doctor. This was not good enough; within three days he was up again, thirsting for further work.


The enthusiasm of the Sherpas and Bhotias for an Everest expedition is amazing. When word comes that an expedition is in being, they flock to Darjeeling from the remote villages of the Sola Khumbu valley in Nepal, or cross the high passes between Tibet and India. Accustomed as they are to poverty and hardship, and to the carrying of immense loads, there is much more than the desire for lucre, good boots and warm clothing, in their anxiety to accompany an expedition; they are adventurers; it is a point of honour with them to see Everest climbed.


Certainly an Everest porter’s pay is better than that of a tea plantation coolie, whilst the possibility of a substantial bonus should he be selected to establish a high camp is a powerful incentive, yet, a sudden accession of wealth serves only to bring out his happy-go-lucky nature, and he will gamble away a month’s pay in an hour or spend it almost as quickly on a single colossal ‘blind’. In these days of life insurances and ‘safety first’ there is something refreshing in the spirit of these men. Their attitude to their employers is best summed up by the remark of one of them to Ruttledge. ‘We will carry as high as we can. It is up to the Sahibs to finish the job.’ Many of us hope that one day one of these men will be given the opportunity of standing beside his employers on the summit of Everest. It would be a fitting climax to the ‘job’.


The days at Darjeeling passed pleasantly and quickly. Shebbeare, our chief transport officer, made arrangements with a Kalimpong mule contractor who agreed to convey our stores to Kampa Dzong in Tibet. Thenceforward we should be dependent on yaks and donkeys hired to us by the Dzongpens (Governors) of the districts through which we passed.


The expedition was provided with wireless, which was to be used to receive weather reports and transmit news to the press. There was a permanent station at Darjeeling under the charge of Mr D.S. Richards, who had undertaken independently to organise this service, whilst two officers of the Royal Corps of Signals, Thompson and Smijth-Windham, were to accompany us to the Base Camp, whence it was hoped they would get into touch with Darjeeling, and be useful on Everest installing a telephone line between Camp 3 and the North Col.


Preparations were at last completed, but before the expedition left Darjeeling it was blessed by the Abbot of the local Buddhist monastery. It was a striking and picturesque ceremony held in bright sunlight with the shining snows of Kangchenjunga in the background. Each member was given a few grains of rice and a ceremonial scarf was placed around his neck. After an incantation the rice was tossed into the air as an offering to the gods. Finally, the Abbot blessed us and prayed for our success and safe return. The ceremony meant much to our porters and sent them off with brave hearts.


The advance party left Darjeeling on March 3. Crawford had acquired an immense, brilliantly striped umbrella, which almost concealed the ‘baby’ Austin car in which he and some of his companions were to travel the first few miles. Amid ringing cheers from the assembled populace the umbrella and the ‘baby’ Austin disappeared from view round a corner of the road.


The weather was bad along the Himalayas when they left and Kangchenjunga was plastered with freshly fallen snow. To appreciate fully the majesty and beauty of this marvellous mountain, visitors to Darjeeling should get up early and visit Observatory Hill, only a few minutes’ walk from the centre of the town. From this vantage point, there is nothing to obscure the view of the snows fifty miles away in the north. The eye bridges at one bound the sub-tropical depths of the Rangit Valley, then passes over wave upon wave of foothill ranges, until brought up against the enormous barrier of the Himalayas.


On numerous occasions in the past I had stood on Observatory Hill and watched dawn or sunset on the crest of Kangchenjunga. So one morning a day or two before leaving Darjeeling I rose early and walked to the top of the hill. It was an absolutely still morning, but presently a light wind stirred a little grove of prayer flags arranged about a Buddhist shrine on the crest of the hill. It was a signal. In another instant Kangchenjunga was fired by the sun. For a few moments the light lingered there as though uncertain of its tenure, then swept downwards in a strengthening tide. One by one lesser peaks took up the tale, till a vast glowing curtain was hung in the dusky northern sky. So remote were these great mountains that it seemed strange to reflect that in a few weeks we should be among them. Then they would no longer be a spectacle to watch in warmth and comfort; we should feel their winds and their cold; and know the harsh strength of them and their brutality.










	

1. Wangdi of Everest 1933. I retain the spelling used in The Kangchenjunga Adventure and Kamet Conquered.[back]















– Chapter Two –


The March Through Sikkim


The second party, of which I was a member, left Darjeeling for Kalimpong on March 8. A fleet of ‘baby’ Austin motor cars and Shebbeare’s lorry conveyed us some miles along the road towards the Teesta valley. Baby cars have done much to alleviate the loneliness of the tea planters in the Darjeeling district, and narrow, tortuous mule tracks of terrifying gradients, once deemed impassable to cars, are now traversed as a matter of course.


I was a passenger in Shebbeare’s lorry and at first was tempted to shut my eyes and offer up fervent prayers as it whirled round corner after corner of a narrow and winding road with the edges of precipitous hillsides never far from the wheels. But I did Shebby an injustice; he was accustomed to hill roads and well acclimatised to the giddiest drops off hairpin bends.


At the village of Ghum we picked up three Gurkhas who had been attached to the expedition: Havildar-Major Gaggan Singh Pun, Havildar Lachman Singh Sahi and Naik Bahadur Gurung.


The first and last named were typical of their race: small agile little men, packed with muscle, vim and energy. Shy and nervous at first, they soon became their natural selves and there was always a grin handy on their broad faces. To such men hard physical work is a genuine pleasure, and if there is a spice of excitement or danger about it, so much the better. As with the Sherpa or Bhotia porter, life to the Gurkha is best worth while when it is adventurous.


Lachman Singh was, in appearance, a different type from his comrades. He was taller and slighter, and at first seemed to possess more of the characteristics of the plainsman than the hillman. There was thoughtfulness and breeding in his dark, lean face and large lustrous brown eyes; he was a good linguist and capable of assisting in the complicated monetary accounts of the Expedition.


The road, after passing through Ghum, crossed forest-clad hillsides. It was a cool morning on the heights and a damp mist mingled with the trees, but as we descended, coolness gradually gave place to warmth and we emerged from the mist into a torrid sun.


Beyond the eighth milestone from Darjeeling, the road was impassable even for Austin Sevens. Some of our porters were waiting for us there, among them Tsin Nurbu, who had been engaged to carry my photographic apparatus. I remembered him well as he was Kurz’s servant during the 1930 Kangchenjunga Expedition, and had climbed Jonsong Peak, 24,344 feet.


Weeks of physical inactivity had softened my feet and a combination of rough hill track and new marching boots soon brought about blisters; my own fault, as it is one of the minor follies of life to set out on a long march in brand-new boots.


Marching in the Himalayas provides the mountaineer with excellent opportunities for using up the retired climbing boots that clutter up the attic at home.


The path descended steeply and the heat in the Teesta valley seemed almost to leap up at us as we lost height. The hillsides were covered with tea plantations whose sombre green contrasted pleasantly with a shimmering mica-laden dust lying inches deep on the sun-scorched path.


We were not sorry to stop for a drink at Mr Lister’s tea estate. On the verandah wall of his bungalow he had inscribed the heights of members of previous Everest expeditions. Up to date Brigadier Norton had overtopped everyone, but he was now eclipsed by Raymond Greene. Regretfully we tore ourselves away from this pleasant place with its cool shady verandah and garden of colourful flowers.


Down and down the dusty path we tramped, and presently entered the jungle. If the sun was powerful on the open hillsides, the heat here was far more trying. The great trees with their moss-clad boles, the snakelike creepers and the dense undergrowth imprisoned a dank air, heavy with the fusty smell of rotting vegetation, which seemed almost to quiver with the whirring of insects and the insane clatter of frogs from every marshy place.


We passed through a filthy village, which might have been the capital of Beelzebub to judge from the hordes of pestering flies, to the suspension bridge spanning the Teesta River. The Teesta Valley at this point is only 600 feet above sea-level, but gusts of cool air from the hurrying torrent reminded us of the far distant snows.


To our relief motor cars were waiting to convey us to Kalimpong. A well-engineered road climbs a steep hillside to this village, but it merely served to emphasise the mechanical incompetence of our native drivers. The native can acquire road sense, but mechanical sense, never. As with a certain type of European driver, it is a point of honour (and laziness) with him to climb everything he can on top gear, and he changes down only when the car is in danger of stopping altogether, and the engine is straining and groaning like a damned soul.


A most hospitable welcome from Mr and Mrs Odling awaited us at Kalimpong, and soon we were comfortably installed in a bungalow which had been reserved for our use.


The doyen of Kalimpong is Dr Graham, the founder of the world-renowned Kalimpong Homes, where half-breed children, many of them the illegitimate children of tea planters by Nepali women, are educated, taught various handicrafts and in general fitted to earn their living. In the extensive workshops all manner of useful things are made, from clothing and furniture to metalware and objects of art.


It was a calm, delightfully cool night, and I slept on the verandah in my sleeping bag. Nima Tendrup brought me a cup of tea early next morning and the sight of his broad smiling face somehow made me feel that the expedition had begun.


There was plenty to be done at Kalimpong, including much unpacking and sorting of equipment, in which work the transport officers were considerably harassed by the weird and wonderful system governing the identification of our stores. Various bands of colours had been painted on the boxes on the supposition that the contents could be instantly identified by comparison with the store book. In theory this was perfect, but in practice the colours quickly wore off or by merging into one another produced new and unidentifiable colours, and it later transpired that one of the transport officers was colour blind. A further difficulty arose from haphazard packing. Thus, a case containing, say, one dozen bottles of champagne, half a dozen pairs of snow goggles and three pairs of socks was not calculated to simplify the troubles of our long-suffering transport officers.


Ponies for the march were supplied to everyone, mine being purchased from Raja Dorje, a Kalimpong dignitary who represents the Bhutan Government in India. She was a high-spirited little beast named Relling and not even the brand-new saddlery, which Raja Dorje had generously included in the purchase price, allayed certain qualms I had at the thought of narrow mountain paths with precipitous drops below them.


On March 12 we rose early. The mules were ready for their loads, but as usually happens on these occasions, there were more loads than mules and additional animals had to be requisitioned. Before starting on the march we attended a service at the Mission Church which was conducted by Dr Graham. Faithful to past habits I arrived late. Outside the church I had considerable difficulty with Relling, who bolted in a beeline for the open porch, so that, for a moment, I pictured myself making a dramatic entry and clattering down the aisle. Relling knew as well as I that her new master was no horseman. I quieted her at last, and slunk in at the beginning of the psalms.


Ruttledge read the first lesson and Shebbeare the second; it was impressive to hear them clattering up the slippery aisle in their nailed boots. Then Dr Graham delivered an address which he concluded by praying for our success and safe return.


After the service, Dr Graham invited us to his house, a delightful place looking out over the forest-clad foothills. Then, with the cheers of the mission children and the ‘good lucks’ of many friends in our ears, we set out on our long march to Everest.


It is about twelve miles from Kalimpong to Pedong. The route is one of the main trade routes between India and Tibet and along it, supported by roughly cut posts, runs a solitary telegraph wire, Lhasa’s sole link with the outside world. The path is roughly cobbled over long stretches, and very fatiguing to walk upon, and it lies along the side of wooded foothills, which gradually increase in height as the traveller progresses northwards.


The dak bungalow at Pedong is situated on an open slope looking over the valley of the Rangli Chu. Like most of the dak bungalows in Sikkim it commands an extensive and beautiful view, this being largely due to the foresight and unerring instinct for situation of a former political officer of Sikkim, Claude White.


There we were joined by George Wood Johnson and Boustead; the former had come from his tea plantation near Darjeeling, the latter from the Sudan.


The night was chilly and more than once I was roused by the grumblings of George, who was attempting to sleep in one of the woollen bags officially supplied for the march. Although heavier than the eiderdown bags intended for use above the Base Camp, these were unsatisfactory. For warmth and comfort there is nothing to better a double eiderdown bag, and it was found necessary to scrap the woollen bags in their favour at an early stage of the expedition.


Most of us slept on the verandah and we woke in the cool dawn to hear the bell-like notes of the Himalayan cuckoo sounding from the forest.


From Pedong the path descended steeply to the Rangpo River – a the boundary between Sikkim and British India – where our passes were examined by a smart and efficient-looking little Gurkha NCO. From the river a steep ascent through dense forest brought us hot and thirsty to the dak bungalow at Pakyong near a thriving bazaar where we purchased some oranges.


A little way from the bungalow is a grassy ridge commanding an uninterrupted view to the north and there Bill Birnie and I spent a lazy hour.


Some miles away across an intervening valley we could see the houses of Gangtok, the Capital of Sikkim perched on a ridge, and more distantly the Himalayas, half drowned in a dense blue haze whence rose columns of copper-coloured thunder-clouds. The haze deepened to an inky black as the afternoon lengthened and thunder grumbled over the ranges.


Nightfall quickly cleared the sky of thunderclouds and the moon rose over the Bhutan hills, lighting the wooded ridges and emphasising the profound shadows in the valleys between them.


The following morning was even more beautiful than the last. The atmosphere was limpid like a mountain-stream, the haze had vanished and in the north Kangchenjunga gleamed like an uncut jewel on a dark-blue cushion of foothills.


The march to Gangtok consisted once again of a long and steep descent followed by an equally long and steep ascent, where we were glad of our ponies. Relling was very suspicious of any unusual objects on or beside the path, but responded gallantly to ‘chu chu’, the equivalent of ‘gee-up’ in this part of the world. Shebby, I noticed, walked the whole of the way. He was determined, indeed, to walk to the Base Camp, a Spartan effort of self-abnegation.


Halfway up the hillside, where we halted for lunch, Ruttledge found a leech on the brim of my Terai hat. It was the only one of these pests we had so far encountered; we should see plenty of them during our return march in the rains.


Gangtok is ranged untidily on the side of a ridge, on the crest of which stands the Maharajah’s palace; an unpretentious but attractive building constructed in the Chinese style, with a wide gently sloping quadriform roof and elaborate porticoes. The same pippin-faced Chowkidar, whom I remembered in 1930, welcomed us at the dak bungalow and being well versed in the thirstiness of mountaineers quickly procured beer from the bazaar.


There was a certain amount of work to be done, including the fitting of flannel linings to our twenty five high-altitude sleeping bags, but I remember Gangtok best for its beautiful situation, its healthy climate and the hospitality we enjoyed there. The dinner, Williamson the Political Officer for Sikkim, gave us that night was our last in civilisation for some time and we made the most of it. It is sad to think that none of us can again enjoy his genial welcome; he died in 1935 while on a visit to Lhasa.
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– Chapter Three –


The Natu La


Three days passed quickly and on March 16 we were off again. The porters realising, like us, the importance of making the best of civilisation, had a grand carousal in the bazaar the night before, and as we trudged uphill towards Karponang, I saw several with faces twisted in anguished headaches. Shebby and I kept together, both of us determined to walk the whole way to the bungalow.


My feet were in better shape now, and I enjoyed walking, especially as we were nearing the high mountains.


The vegetation changed gradually as we ascended. Gangtok is just below the frost level and sub-tropical plants flourish, including orchids and tree ferns. Perhaps 1,500 feet higher the forest was snow-white with magnolias, and here and there we saw the delicate fronds of amaryllis swaying beside the path. Higher still, red rhododendrons were in bloom like splashes of blood amid the white magnolias.


We were soon reminded that we were following one of the principal trade routes into Tibet by meeting a convoy of mules and ponies laden with bales of wool; then an itinerant lama, dressed in dingy red, with a dry, puckered face which cracked into a smile when we greeted him.


The scene became alpine, and long before reaching Karponang we passed drifts of oozing snow whilst the damp, steamy odours of the lower valleys were replaced by the resinous incense of the heights.


So stimulating was the air that we covered the ten miles from Gangtok and ascended 4,000 feet in just over four hours. We paid for our energy in thirst; on arrival I drank ten cups of tea and ate an enormous omelette prepared by Lhakpa Chedi, who was there well ahead of everyone.


The Karponang bungalow with its covered-in verandah reminded me of an Austrian mountain hotel. It was chilly at 9,500 feet and we were glad of warmer clothing. One of our first jobs was letting air into the petrol and paraffin tins to prevent leakage due to the difference of pressure at the increased altitude. Incidentally, I have yet to accompany a Himalayan expedition which did not lose one-quarter to one-third of its petrol or paraffin during the march.


That evening we sat around a blazing log fire, smoked our pipes and discussed plans for the future.


The following morning I left in advance of the others with a new cameraman. Tsin Nurbu had proved unsatisfactory and had been replaced at Gangtok by Tensing, a short, sturdy little fellow with almost bandy legs and a naïve disarming grin.


For some distance, the path traversed a hillside, then turned northwards. I rode Relling for about half a mile, but she was too frisky that morning, so much so that she put one foot over the edge of a log bridge.


It was a nasty moment as there was a drop of about ten feet into a torrent. I walked for the rest of the day.


As we neared Tsomgo, it was apparent that Tibet was not far distant, for the valley in which the bungalow, 12,500 feet, is situated is as barren as the Grimsel Pass in Switzerland. In two days we had exchanged sub-tropical luxuriance for a stony, desolate waste. The snow had partially melted and lay in an ugly patchwork on the hillsides, whilst a Zen lake, lowering clouds and an occasional drizzle of snow presented a dreary scene. We were not sorry to escape into the cosy little bungalow and toast ourselves before a log fire.


The first party had left two days before and in a note to Hugh, Ferdie Crawford wrote that they had climbed Chomunko, a fine rock peak of 17,500 feet. There was some doubt at that time as to whether ascents during the march to Everest were beneficial, and I was one of those who believed in husbanding strength for the battle with high altitudes. My views have changed since. I believe now that acclimatisation should be gained, not on Everest where life is so wearing and uncomfortable, but on other mountains at an early stage of an expedition. It is only after several Himalayan expeditions that it is possible to formulate any logical opinions. It is easy to jump to conclusions, and a man on his first visit to the Himalayas is all too liable to do so. Climbing Everest is a science, and conclusions are only reached after numerous practical experiments.


Most of us were feeling the effects of altitude to some slight extent, for we had risen quickly from comparatively low valleys. My pulse-rate instead of its normal fifty or less had jumped to sixty, and I had the same feeling of tightness at my temples which I associate with the first climb or two of an alpine holiday.


One of the porters developed severe toothache and Raymond, deciding that the offending tooth would have to come out, extracted it with skill and dispatch. It was not the first time I had seen a native’s tooth pulled out, and I have always marvelled at an apparent indifference to pain. In the present instance, there was not a murmur, and the toothless one walked happily away carrying his decayed property, anxious to exhibit it to his friends.


It was a cold evening and snowed a little, but at nightfall the mists cleared and stars appeared. Again we discussed ways and means on Everest. Two conclusions emerged: we must try to make Camp 1 virtually a Base Camp and possibly put an intermediate camp between Camps 4 and 5, for, as we all agreed, the long carry between these two camps was more likely than anything else to tire out the porters.


Owing to the altitude I slept badly that night. I shared a room with Hugh and the last thing he said to me was: ‘There’s no one on this show I wouldn’t like to see on the top.’


We were off at 7.30 the next morning, March 18. The sky was a deep blue, and the sun brilliant and warm; far below, in the direction of the Teesta Valley, a sea of feathery clouds stretched southwards; it was altogether a morning to be up and doing and ideal for crossing the Natu La.


A long traverse across a hillside followed by a stiff ascent led to the pass. Enthusiasm for photography brought me there ahead of my companions. The shaley slopes were fatiguing, but it was stimulating to see a little forest of prayer flags, silhouetted against the deep blue sky, fluttering in the westerly breeze. It was the threshold of a new land.


Presently I stood beside the prayer flags and with their stiff, dry rustling in my ears gazed northwards into Tibet. The first thing I saw was Chomolhari, the sacred mountain of Eastern Tibet, rising from lower hills that faded from gold and brown in the foreground to a delicate blue in the far distance. A thin pennant-like cloud trailed from the summit and beyond it were other clouds, masses of slow-moving vapour, reflecting perceptibly the colour of the brown hills beneath.


Distance and space were my first impressions of Tibet. We had climbed out of valleys clothed in luxuriant vegetation and here before us was a land utterly different, and profoundly peaceful.


Down we went, for some distance over slopes of soft snow. It was heavy work for the mules and some of them capsized, including the one carrying my bedding and other personal belongings. Half an hour later the snow was behind and we halted for lunch by a limpid stream decorated along the banks with prayer flags, placed there to propitiate the water gods. It was a depressing spectacle to watch our transport slowly filing past. These hordes of animals and hundreds of packing cases separated us from the simplicity of travel. I remembered a vow that one day I would travel in the Himalayas with the lightest and simplest of equipment; that I would be tied to no stages and committed to no plan; that I would wander where I chose. Somehow, this vast transport made Everest into an inexorable and rather dull duty. The companionship of the campfire was absent and in its place was a rowdy mess tent, which always reminded me of a Sunday-school treat. We had carried civilisation into the wilds, and civilisation is better left at home.


And what of ourselves? ‘Team spirit’ is an ineffective link when a large number of men, some of whom have not even seen one another before, are gathered together from the corners of the Earth and sent off to climb Everest. I can visualise a small party of friends. There is no need to rant and rhapsodise to them on the merits of ‘team spirit’, because friends do not need to be reminded of it any more than a true patriot needs to be reminded of his country’s flag. They are friends, and therefore have that give and take between them, which is instinctive. That is the ideal mountaineering party. It is when people start to talk about ‘team spirit’, thus implying something to be inculcated and remembered rather than something instinctive, that something seems wrong with this Everest business.


From our luncheon place a rough path descended to the Chumbitang bungalow. On the way I developed a splitting headache. It was a typical altitude head, aggravated by sun-glare, and every step on the stony track sent a jarring shiver of pain from the base of my neck to a point immediately above the eyes.


The bungalow is situated at 13,300 feet in a pine forest and must be one of the highest in the Himalayas. It was a cold evening with a hard frost, but once again we made ourselves cosy round a log fire. Shortly before turning in, Bill and Hugo Boustead discovered that the ponies’ blankets were missing, the grooms having appropriated them for their own use. The miscreants were reprimanded, but thinking themselves safe, again purloined the blankets, but they reckoned without Bill, who repeated his visit of inspection. A ‘try out’ such as this usually occurs during the early stages of a Himalayan expedition. The native, with his simple cunning, tries to get the better of his sahib. If the sahib is weak, so much the better, but if he is intolerant of ‘old soldierly’ tactics, well, the ‘old soldier’ must resign himself to the fact. Obviously, unless prompt and stern measures are taken to deal with offenders, matters quickly go from bad to worse. Hugh’s first action the following morning was to dismiss the head groom and one of his assistants.


Another groom when asked by ‘Shebby’ why he had not covered his pony with a blanket ingeniously replied that he was trying to harden off the pony to the Tibetan climate.


During the descent into the Chumbi Valley, which is one of the few fertile and wooded valleys in this part of Tibet I saw a bullfinch, some edelweiss and several picas, quaint little rat-like animals, something like marmots.


On the way we turned aside to visit the Khajuk Monastery, which stands on a bluff overlooking the Chumbi Valley. Passing through a gateway and not forgetting to give some large cylindrical prayer wheels packed with tens of thousands of prayers a turn, we entered a courtyard decorated in red and yellow, the sacred colours of Tibet. There we were received by the abbot and were shown over the monastery. The temples and shrines were very dark and lit only by a few wicks floating in little bowls of butter. There were numerous images in niches, some of them beautifully carved and one, a pale-faced, white-clad female figure, was said to represent the Goddess of Everest; the porters lost no time in adorning it with propitiatory scarves. The abbot had himself executed some of the mural paintings. These represented various aspects of human life, and were of a frankness calculated to shock the more reticent Westerner. There were also numerous phallic symbols, emblems of mortal and earthly fertility. The monastery was pervaded by the smell of incense, butter and unwashed clothing.


The monks were very curious and some of them incessantly demanded baksheesh. They wanted to know why we were trying to climb Everest and I think suspected some material object, possibly a search for gold, even after Hugh had done his best to explain through Karma Paul our disinterested and idealistic motives.


A good path over a fir-clad hillside brought us to the floor of the Chumbi Valley. There we met Russell, the British trade agent, and a party of Tibetan dignitaries, all wearing dark glasses, who had come from Lhasa; one of them was the Dalai Lama’s representative.


Just before reaching the bungalow at Yatung, we came upon an old man with a terribly lacerated back lying on a blanket by the wayside. He had been mercilessly beaten, and we learned, that he was a suspected murderer and had received 150 lashes as an inducement to confess. The villagers made no attempt to help him, but stood around grinning broadly. He was starving as well, and we sent him some food and did our best to find someone to care for him. This made us realise more than anything, that we were no longer in British administered territory, but in a country where prevails an age-long custom and summary justice.


Rain fell heavily shortly after our arrival at the bungalow. Smijth-Windham and Thompson with their wireless banderbast arrived a little later, having taken a different route over the Jelap La. They brought with them a case of whisky which was welcomed with acclamation. That evening the expedition gramophone was worked, hard and, I finished writing my diary to the strains of the latest rumba, a strangely incongruous noise in the solitudes of Tibet.









– Chapter Four –


To Kampa Dzong


The rain ceased in the night and the sun shone brilliantly next morning, March 20. The dark-green firs mantling the hillsides and the craggy mountain tops, set in a brilliantly blue sky, reminded me of the Tyrol, for the Chumbi Valley, unlike most of Tibet, is fertile owing to its southerly situation and its accessibility to the monsoon air current as well as to the rain and snow precipitated by the range of Pauhunri in the west.


After breakfast some Tibetans insisted on dancing outside the bungalow, obviously for baksheesh, but it was a poor performance and their scratch band had none of the resonance or rhythm of a properly constituted monastery band.


A small detachment of Indian infantry is stationed at Yatung to protect the trade route which, since Sir Francis Younghusband’s Expedition of 1904 has been held by the Indian Government as far as Gyantse, and the Sepoys amuse themselves with football and hockey on their parade ground, a flat space liberally sprinkled with stones. As soon as George saw this he proposed a game of polo.


Equipment was soon forthcoming in the shape of hockey sticks, lent by the soldiers and two polo sticks which George had cherished all the way from Kalimpong. Raymond and I being no horsemen, much less polo players, were content to watch, applaud and, if necessary, jeer.


It was a desperate affair, that game, and it was not long before Hugo came a nasty cropper, after being horribly fouled by George. Bill, however, was in his element, as he is an expert, and his skill in appropriating the ball probably went far towards saving others cracked skulls. For the rest it seemed that limbs must be broken sooner or later, but as often happens in such rough and tumbles, the game ended with nothing worse than bruises.


March 20 was a lazy day. The sun shone cheerfully and was pleasantly warm. That evening some of us dined with Russell, and the English doctor of the Chumbi Valley. Russell had made himself very comfortable in his official bungalow, and we envied him his pleasant retreat, so cut off from the outside world. We were thinking of bed when news came that some of our transport, which had been behind us, had passed through Yatung without stopping, apparently unaware of our arrival. It was necessary to prevent it getting too far ahead, especially as we needed some of the Whymper tents, so Bill bravely left at 10.30 on his pony in an attempt to stop it.
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