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  Introduction

My Everest obsession began when I was aged ten or so. I have a clear recollection of coming across a hardback book on the subject in my local library. Before long I was absorbed in the minutiae of the various pre-war expeditions to scale the mountain from the Tibetan side of the Himalayas. For some reason, these abortive and sometimes fatal attempts captured my attention far more than the successful ascent of Hillary and Tenzing in 1953.

As with all childhood obsessions, it eventually faded, but the discovery of George Mallory's corpse on the upper slopes of Everest in March 1999 served to resurrect my interest. The short story you're about to read is the result.

In fact, some of the blame for this story's existence must be laid at my illustrator's door. You see, way back in December 1999, Tony Hughes gave me a book titled "Lost on Everest: The Search for Mallory & Irvine" (Peter Firstbrook, BBC Books). On the title page he wrote "I'm expecting that first Everest-based alternate history story from you sometime in 2000". It took a little longer than that for The English Dead to come to fruition, and eventually to be published in Hub; but here it is again, resurrected for the ebook era.






  The English Dead

The body lay on the North Face of Mount Everest for fifty-one years, its exact location known only to the alpine choughs that pecked at its flesh. Other climbers who attempted the same route were too preoccupied with the hazards of high-altitude mountaineering to conduct a search for their illustrious predecessor.

Then, in the spring of 1975, a Chinese climber stumbled upon the corpse while returning to camp. Wang Hong-bao realised the significance of the dead man's hobnail boots. Only pre-war mountaineers had climbed so high on Everest wearing such primitive gear.

On Wang's return to Everest in 1979, he recounted the incident to a fellow climber. He referred to his find as "The English Dead" but neglected to mention the body's resting place, an omission made permanent two days later by his death in an avalanche.

For twenty years rumours of Wang's discovery circulated in the mountaineering community, provoking fresh interest in one of the enduring mysteries of the Twentieth Century.

"One Hundred Years Ago Today: Did These Men Stand On Top of the World?" (The Times, June 8 2024)
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