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It would be necessary in the first place to find the mountain.


George Mallory










Prologue 


‘I could stand it no longer’









The atmosphere became electric. The faces of all were set. One of the generals left the room; trumpets outside were sounded, and attendants closed round behind us.


Francis Younghusband









ON THE MORNING of 13 January 1904, while he was staying at the hamlet of Tuna on the Tibetan plateau, Colonel Francis Younghusband, in an act of ‘staggering foolhardiness’, took the greatest gamble of his career, one, it should be noted, already rich in gambles.1 He was restless all night long on the 12th, he recalled, until the next morning when


[a]t last I could stand it no longer and taking only Captain O’Connor and Captain Sawyer with me, I rode over without any escort and without giving them warning, straight into the Tibetan camp about [ten] miles away. I had awakened in the night with the strong conviction that this was what I ought to do and I … proceeded to carry my conviction into effect.2


The Tibetan camp at a place called Guru contained more than fifteen hundred soldiers, the flower of the Tibetan army, who had assembled for the express purpose of blocking Younghusband’s advance to Gyantse on the road to Lhasa. By entering the camp unarmed, unannounced and unescorted, Younghusband was placing his entire 1,100-man mission to Tibet in serious jeopardy and running the very real risk of being kidnapped or at least detained. He later received a severe rebuke for his carelessness from Lord Curzon the Viceroy of India.


Younghusband, General Macdonald, and their troops were part of what was officially known as the Tibet Frontier Commission, a body authorised by His Majesty’s Government, at the repeated urging of the viceroy, to enter Tibet and negotiate certain outstanding trade and border issues. Curzon believed it was absurd at best – and quite possibly dangerous – that Great Britain, and especially the British government in India (known as the Raj), had no relations of any kind with a country with whom it shared a 1,000-mile border. Moreover, Curzon believed the Tibetans were flirting with the Russians – and probably worse – and was convinced, as he assumed every thinking person must be, that the Russians were determined to undermine British influence in Central Asia and quite possibly threaten British control of India.


Curzon had twice written to the Dalai Lama to request permission to send a delegation to Lhasa to discuss establishing formal ties, but both letters had been returned unopened. While this was not unusual behaviour for the notoriously xenophobic Tibetans, the proud Lord Curzon, not used to being ignored, was ‘greatly affronted by seeing his imperial authority thus flouted by a political nonentity’.3 He chose to interpret the Dalai Lama’s action as a personal affront and then prevailed upon the British government in the summer of 1903 to allow him to dispatch a commission to the Tibetan village of Khamba Dzong to open negotiations. 


Younghusband, who had also led that earlier, much smaller mission, had waited in vain for Tibetan officials to come to the negotiating table and was eventually recalled to India in late 1903. Thus, by the following January, when he ‘could stand it no longer’ and embarked on his reckless gamble, Younghusband had been trying for the better part of six months to find some Tibetans he could talk to. The difference was that in January 1904 Younghusband was now back in Tibet at the head of an 1,100-man invading army whose mission was to compel the Tibetans to negotiate. For their part, the Tibetans had maintained a consistent position on the border matter from the beginning, one that was the soul of reason and logically unassailable: What good could possibly come from negotiating with a frontier commission that was itself in open and flagrant violation of your frontier?


Younghusband was certainly no stranger to risk, but in the past he had only taken risks either when he had had no choice, or, if he had had a choice, then only when he thought the results were worth the gamble. But nothing about the present circumstances forced Younghusband’s hand; he could easily have requested a meeting, to begin with, and even if his request was turned down, he could still have at least announced his intention to visit Guru; he could certainly have ridden over with a small escort without arousing any alarm; and as a colonel in the British army, there was no reason he should be riding about unarmed. Moreover, Younghusband knew better: ‘Ordinarily, I do not think a British Commissioner should take personal risks,’ he wrote. ‘[I]t endangers the position of the whole mission and doubles the difficulties of his Government.’ Younghusband understood that the proper thing for someone in his position was to ‘send one of his junior officers. I went only as a last resort. Fighting was almost inevitable now. I wanted to make one last bid to achieve my end without resorting to force.’4 


Admirable, perhaps, but not convincing. There were no reasons for Younghusband to suppose that the results of his gamble were worth the risk, the foremost of which, after all, was the possibility of being detained at best. Moreover, the Tibetans had not requested a meeting – they had, in fact, repeatedly asked the British to return to Sikkim – and Younghusband had no way of knowing who might meet him in Guru. But based on his experience in Khamba Dzong the previous summer, he knew better than anyone that all important decisions were made in Lhasa and that whoever he might sit down with in Guru would not be in a position to decide anything of consequence. But he went anyway: ‘I was heartily tired of this fencing about at a distance.’5 


In the early hours he summoned Captain Frederick O’Connor, his Tibetan translator – ‘I was horrified when he suggested [this],’ O’Connor wrote to a friend – and Lieutenant Sawyer, another Tibetan-speaking officer, and the three men made ready to depart.6 It might be said in Younghusband’s defence that he sincerely believed that if he could just sit down with his Tibetan counterpart man to man, drink tea, and have a civil conversation about their differences, there was no need for armies to clash and for blood to be spilled. ‘I wanted to get the feel of the Tibetans … If I could once meet them face to face I should be able to size them up, get the hang of them, and know how they should be handled.’7 


The ride to Guru took ninety minutes. All along the way the three men encountered Tibetans out collecting yak dung, the sole source of fuel on the Tibetan plateau; O’Connor noted that they were ‘not met with any scowls, [the Tibetans were] laughing to each other as if we were excellent entertainment’.8 As they entered the village, they asked to see the man they called the ‘Lhasa General’ and were directed to a large, two-storey stone house where the grinning general greeted them cordially at the top of the stairs. In the room they entered there were several other generals, all smiles, and three utterly sullen Tibetan lamas. ‘[The lamas] made no attempt to rise and only made a barely civil salutation from their cushions. One object of my visit had already been attained: I could from this in itself see how the land lay and where the real obstruction came from.’9 


The men were given sheepskins to sit on, served tea, and the Lhasa General enquired politely after Younghusband’s health. He then made the standard observation that Tibet was closed to foreigners – to protect and preserve the Tibetan religion – and respectfully requested the mission move back to Yatung where the necessary negotiations could proceed. Younghusband replied with the standard refusal and then, dropping all pretence, he waded with abandon into the geopolitical swamp by asking the general why the Tibetans dealt regularly with the Russians but refused even to open the viceroy’s letters. The query jolted the lamas out of their seats; they rose en masse to loudly denounce the allegation, denying any contact with the Russians whatsoever, and assuring Younghusband, a tad undiplomatically, that they loathed the Russians every bit as much as they loathed the British.


When the initial outburst had subsided, Younghusband tried to reason with the Tibetans, asking them if they had ever heard of the British interfering with anyone’s religion, and they had to admit they had not. But the conversation went in circles for nearly two hours, after which Younghusband stood up and announced he had to leave. ‘The monks, looking black as devils,’ he wrote, 


shouted out: ‘No, you won’t; you’ll stop here.’ One of the generals said, quite politely, that we had broken the rules of the road in coming into their country, and we were nothing but thieves and brigands in occupying Phari Fort. The monks, using forms of speech which Captain O’Connor told me were only used for addressing inferiors, loudly clamoured for us to name a date when we would retire from Tuna before they would let me leave the room. The atmosphere became electric. The faces of all were set. One of the generals left the room; trumpets outside were sounded, and attendants closed round behind us.


‘A real crisis was upon us’, Younghusband observed, ‘when any false step might be fatal.’10 


The highest point on earth was once at the bottom of the Tethys Sea. The fossils of invertebrate sea creatures found near the summit of Everest have established that the mountain is composed of sediment that originally formed at the bottom of that vast ocean over 450 million years ago. More recently, some 120 million years ago, a piece of the giant super-continent Gondwana broke off and began drifting north, pushing part of the floor of the Tethys Sea with it, until this mass, now the Indian subcontinent, collided with Asia, and the seabed was slowly pushed up, creating the 1,500-mile long Karakoram-Himalayan range – the fabled roof of the world – whose mountains continue to rise at the rate of approximately six centimetres a year. 


The Himalayas comprise seventy-five peaks over 24,000 feet (7,300m) and eighteen over 26,000 feet (7,920m), the highest of which is Everest at 29,029 feet (8,848m). (For years China and Nepal have claimed a different figure for the height of Everest, with Nepal’s slightly higher figure (29,029 feet/8,848m) widely used in the west. In December 2020, after remeasurements by both countries, an agreement was reached to settle on 29,032 feet (8,848.86m), adding 2.8 feet (0.86m) to the elevation – a figure that will probably become standard in years to come.) Everest is not only the highest mountain in the world, it is higher than its closest rival, K2 in the Karakorams, by almost 800 feet (243m). By way of comparison, Mont Blanc, the highest peak in the Alps, is 15,774 feet (4,808m) or just over half the height of Everest, and there are over 130 peaks in the Himalayas that are higher than the tallest peak in the western hemisphere, Aconcagua at 22,837 feet (6,960m). Before the Himalayas were known in the west, it was widely believed that the earth’s upper limit was just over 26,000 feet (7,924m), and long after the mountains were known, it was commonly held that human beings would pass out and die above 22,000 feet (6,705m).


The first westerners to encounter the Himalayas were probably the Greek soldiers in Alexander the Great’s army which invaded India in 326 BC. Marco Polo is thought to have passed just north of the Karakorams on his way to China in 1272, and beginning in 1590 a succession of Spanish, Portuguese and Italian Jesuits visited Asia, including Tibet, one of whom, Father Antonio Monserrate, a missionary to the court of the Moghul emperor Akbar, is considered the first westerner known for certain to have seen the Himalayas and the first to depict them on a map. As they penetrated ‘the apparently inextricable labyrinth of snowy peaks’ these early missionaries ‘were simply appalled at the horrid aspect of the mountains and at the eternal winter’.11


As for Everest itself, its human history is thought to have begun around 925 when a monastery was built at the head of the Rongbuk Valley a few miles north of where the Rongbuk Glacier coming off the north face of Everest stops. The first westerners to look upon Everest were probably the Austrian Jesuit Johann Grueber and his Belgian companion Albert d’Orville, travelling from Beijing to Agra by way of Lhasa and Kathmandu in 1661. The first time Everest appeared on a map was in 1719, the result of explorations carried out by Jesuit missionaries from Beijing at the request of the Chinese emperor Kangshi. A copy of the map, first printed in the Han language, was sent to the French king Louis XV and to the French mapmaker J. B. B. d’Anville who brought out the Carte générale du Tibet ou Bout-tan in 1733. On this map in the position of the mountain is the name Tchoumour Lancma, the French rendering of Chomolungma, the Tibetan name for Everest still in use today.


Beginning in the first decade of the 1600s, the story of the Himalayas, and especially of Himalayan exploration, roughly parallels the history of the British in India. In 1612 the British East India Company opened for business in Surat, up the Tapti river from present-day Mumbai, just as Moghul power in India was beginning to wane. As the Company’s commercial ventures continued to expand, so did its political and military might. In 1757 Robert Clive, at the head of the Company’s army, defeated an Indian army at the battle of Plassey, and from then on the East India Company – and later the British government itself – gradually amassed more and more power and territory until India officially became part of the British Empire in 1857. 


Knowledge of the largely unknown and unmapped Himalayas became a political and military priority as the Raj’s territorial reach slowly grew, eventually spanning the entire length of the nearly 1,500-mile Himalayan border separating India/present-day Pakistan from Tibet, Afghanistan and other parts of Central Asia. This knowledge gap was filled by numerous teams of surveyors, whose efforts were eventually consolidated under the Survey of India in the first decade of the nineteenth century. In due course the survey turned its sights – its theodolites, to be precise – on the Himalayas, and it was only a matter of time before surveyors in Darjeeling took a closer look at a smudge on the horizon some 120 miles to the north-west and carefully recorded a series of measurements. The smudge turned out to be the highest mountain on earth, and its ‘discovery’ in 1850 touched off a seventy-one-year hunt to find the peak at the top of the world.


The existence of Mount Everest may have been confirmed in 1850, but the closest any westerner had got to the mountain at the time of the invasion of Tibet in 1904 was a hundred miles. By this time, Everest had become one of the three last great, unclaimed prizes in the history of modern exploration. The other two, the North Pole and the South Pole, would fall in 1909 and 1911, respectively, leaving only Everest – which soon came to be known as the Third Pole – unconquered and apparently unreachable. It sat squarely on the Tibetan–Nepalese border, and both countries had been completely closed to foreigners for over a hundred years. 


By coincidence the sport of mountaineering had begun to mature in Europe in the 1850s, climaxing in the golden age of Alpine climbing which began in 1854, soon after Everest’s discovery, and ended in 1865 with the first ascent of the Matterhorn. During these eleven years there were forty-three first ascents, including nearly all the most important peaks in the Alps. As peak after peak fell, climbers inevitably began turning their attention towards the east, first to the Caucasus, the highest mountains in Europe, and ultimately to the Himalayas and Everest.


And so it was that during the latter half of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth, the world’s climbing community – to say nothing of its geographers, cartographers and explorers, both armchair and professional – grew ever more obsessed with Everest. But in spite of the mounting interest and fascination, it would be almost three-quarters of a century from when the discovery of the mountain was first announced until the moment in June 1921 when two Englishmen, George Mallory and Guy Bullock, became the first people ever to stand at the foot of Mount Everest. And Francis Younghusband’s mission to Tibet in 1903–4 would turn out to be the key that unlocked the door to that elusive land – and ultimately to the highest mountain of all. This is the story of the hunt for Mount Everest.


It is a tale of high drama, of larger-than-life characters – George Everest, Francis Younghusband, Lords Curzon and Kitchener, George Mallory – and a few quiet heroes: Radanath Sickdhar, Alexander Kellas, the 13th Dalai Lama, Sir Charles Bell. It is a tale of spies, intrigue and beheadings; of war (two wars, in fact) and massacre; of breath-taking political, diplomatic and military bungling; of derring-do, hair-raising escapes and genuine bravery. The wind is a powerful presence, as are the rain and the mud, along with rhododendrons and orchids, leeches and butterflies, mosquitoes, gnats and sandflies. Hundreds of bullocks, yaks and mules are featured, as are thousands of camels, numerous elephants and at least two zebrules (they were not a success). And its setting is some of the most spectacular geography on earth.


For seventy-one years the true nature of Everest remained oddly unsettled and unresolved; it was as much myth as reality, part symbol and part substance, and above all a metaphor, a stand-in for that which is supreme yet unattainable. This is a tale of how a metaphor became a mountain. 


Back in Guru, surrounded by 1,500 shouting Tibetans, Francis Younghusband’s gamble was going terribly wrong, having reached the point where ‘any false step might be fatal’. The angry senior lamas had demanded the colonel set a date for when he and his troops would leave Tibet or he would not be allowed to leave the camp. ‘I told Captain O’Connor, though there was really no necessity to give such a warning to anyone so imperturbable, to keep his voice studiously calm and to smile as much as he possibly could.’12 Younghusband then defused the situation somewhat by declaring that it was not his place to choose a date, but that he would gladly ask the viceroy, and then added that if the viceroy ordered him back to India, he would be ‘only too thankful, for [Tibet] was a cold, barren and inhospitable country, and I had a wife and child at Darjeeling whom I was anxious to see as soon as I could’.13


While the senior Tibetan general, who had already become a favourite of Younghusband and his officers, found this solution reasonable enough, the bellicose monks were not appeased and insisted the colonel name a date. The impasse was finally resolved when the general suggested ‘that a messenger should return with me to Tuna to receive there the answer from the Viceroy’. Everyone was smiling again now save for the monks ‘who remained seated and as surly and evil-looking as men well could look’.14


In the end the colonel’s gamble yielded no results, except for the strong reprimand from Curzon, although the daring move is said to have greatly impressed the troops and added considerably to Younghusband’s growing legend. Writing of the incident later, the translator O’Connor (who went by the name of Frank) remarked that ‘it was quite interesting & not devoid of excitement. No one but [Younghusband] would have thought of or done it … His perfect coolness and sangfroid saved the situation & we got away all right.’15 They may have saved the situation, but the colonel’s coolness and sangfroid did nothing to prevent the coming clash with the Tibetan army, a clash which would elevate the invasion of Tibet into one of the most shameful episodes in British imperial history.


And prise open the door to Mount Everest.
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Peak XV









I am now in possession of the final values of the peak designated XV in the list of the office of the Surveyor General. We have for some years known that this mountain is higher than any hitherto measured in India and most probably it is the highest in the whole world. 


Andrew Waugh, Surveyor General


Survey of India 









ON A SERIES of clear mornings between November 1849 and January 1850, James Nicholson, on orders from his superior Andrew Waugh, led a team of porters to the top of six different peaks in the vicinity of the British hill station at Darjeeling, India. As Nicholson unpacked and set up his surveying equipment, including a large theodolite it took twelve porters to carry, the massive bulk of Kangchenjunga, 35 miles due north, sat just off his right shoulder. At 28,169 feet (8,586m), it was the highest mountain in the world. It was Andrew Waugh himself who had ‘discovered’ Kangchenjunga two years earlier, but although he had determined it was an astonishing 2,526 feet (770m) higher than Nanda Devi, the then-contender for world’s highest peak, he had been reluctant to announce this finding due to suspicions he and others harboured about a blot on the horizon some 120 miles to the north-west of Darjeeling on the Tibetan–Nepalese border.


It was towards this distant shape that Nicholson and company trained their theodolite from the six hills around Darjeeling in an attempt to prove whether or not it was the highest mountain in the world. It had previously been called ‘peak b’ then ‘gamma’ and now it was known simply as ‘peak XV’, and Waugh had already spent a year trying unsuccessfully to measure it. The only reason Waugh and Nicholson could be at all confident in the accuracy of the measurements they were now making was thanks to the achievements of the enterprise the two men worked for: the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India. Waugh was its chief and Nicholson one of his subordinates.


In its fiftieth year when Nicholson took to the hills outside Darjeeling, the survey had only recently reached the mountains, making it possible for the first time to measure the remote Himalayan peaks, if only by triangulation, by establishing an all-important baseline. The peaks could not be measured from any closer as they lay either in Nepal or Tibet, and both countries were closed to foreigners. But the existence of the baseline meant that Nicholson and his team could know with considerable accuracy the height of each of the six hills on which they stood and from which Nicholson took his measurements. Only if that number were known would it be possible (by trigonometry) to calculate the elevation of the distant peak on which Nicholson had trained his theodolite. As it happened, Nicholson not unexpectedly obtained different readings from all six of the observation points, ranging from a high of 29,998 (9,143m) at the observation station at Ladnia to a low of 28,991 (8,836m) at Jirol.


But he was not unduly concerned. Nicholson was merely the collector of data; all the measurements of the survey were submitted to the number crunchers at the computational and administrative headquarters of the survey in Calcutta. These men were known as ‘computors’ for their skills in mathematical computation, and their head – the chief computor – was one Radanath Sickdhar, the first Indian to ever rise to that rank in the survey. What happened over the next several months in Calcutta, as Sickdhar and his team attacked the data from Nicholson and others, set in motion a story that would captivate the world. 


William Lambton was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The place was Yorktown in the American colony of Virginia, and the time was mid-October 1781. Lambton was a soldier in the British infantry, 33rd Regiment of Foot, which fought in the decisive final campaign of the Revolutionary War, culminating in the British defeat at Yorktown and the surrender of the British under Lord Cornwallis on the morning of 19 October. Lambton was one of approximately 8,000 British prisoners taken at the time, most of whom were subsequently repatriated. Lambton was ordered to British New Brunswick in Canada.


Before the war, Lambton, an accomplished surveyor, had worked in the colonies as a civilian member of the 33rd, measuring parcels of land that were being granted to new settlers. After the war he was part of the group of surveyors who established the boundary between British Canada and the United States. Posted later to British Columbia, Lambton taught himself geodesy, the study of the shape of the earth, encountering in his studies the great grapefruit vs egg controversy. 


Scholars knew the earth was a spheroid, but was it round or more of an oval? Was it a grapefruit or an egg? By the time Lambton took up geodesy, the French had answered the question, thanks to two expeditions they sponsored in the 1730s to measure the curvature of the earth, one to the equator in what is now Ecuador (but was then Peru) and one to Lapland in the Arctic. In Ecuador the Frenchmen Charles Marie de La Condamine and Pierre Bouguer measured an arc 180 miles in length. Initially the Peruvians were highly suspicious, assuming the foreigners were looking for gold. ‘Who would cross the ocean and climb the Andes merely to measure the Earth’s shape?’ Bouguer asked, reporting that he and his team ‘encountered difficulties not to be imagined’.1


In his 1871 memoir Clements Markham, the English geographer and long-serving president of the Royal Geographical Society, laments the embarrassing absence of any British participation in this noble effort. Indeed, at the time the two Frenchmen were measuring their arc, the British navy was busy bombarding ports and harassing foreign ships off the South American coast. ‘It is to be regretted’, Markham writes, ‘that while France and Spain were thus combining in the interests of science, England was less nobly engaged in burning churches and cutting off supplies from the Peruvian coast.’ Not long after, the British started to catch up when General Watson conceived the Trigonometrical Survey of Great Britain, and ‘finally’, Markham continues, ‘the countrymen of [Sir Isaac] Newton took up the work at which they should have been foremost’.2 


They might have been slow to start, but the British made up for their geodesic tardiness in spectacular fashion some years later when they established the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India in 1802. Heralded in due course as ‘one of the most stupendous works in the whole history of science’, the survey was founded and subsequently headed by none other than William Lambton, posted to India from Canada after officers who worked in civil jobs (such as surveying) were removed from the rolls of their regiments.3 Lambton could either become a civil servant or join the regular army; he chose the army and sailed for Calcutta in 1796. 


Lambton arrived just in time to take part in the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War, a contest between the British-governed territory in Madras and the notorious Tipoo Sultan of the neighbouring kingdom of Mysore. Tipoo was known as the Tiger of Mysore, largely because of a working model he commissioned of a tiger devouring a British soldier, complete with sound effects of the tiger’s growl and the soldier’s screams. (The model now sits in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London.) But in the end it was Tipoo who was swallowed up, dying when his capital was attacked by the forces of the East India Company. 


Lambton distinguished himself at least twice in the campaign; the first time was when, thanks to his expertise in celestial navigation, he informed General Baird that the general was not in fact marching his troops north to safety, as he supposed, but straight south towards Tipoo’s camp. The other notable occasion was during the storming of Tipoo’s stronghold at Seringapatam, the turning point of the war, when Lambton assumed command of the assault after his senior officers had all fallen. One of the commentators on that engagement observed that Lambton ‘set a rather better example of derring-do’ than his commander, high praise indeed since the commander in question was a young and ambitious Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington and victor at Waterloo.4 


Among other things, the conquest of Mysore meant that a large new swathe of the peninsula of southern India, stretching west to the Malabar coast and south almost to the tip of India, had now been brought under British ‘protection’. As his regiment and others travelled through this area during the campaign, ‘subduing a recalcitrant chief here and plundering a fortress there’, it occurred to Lambton, always happier as a surveyor than as a soldier, that someone would have to map this vast new acquisition.5 A geodesist at heart, Lambton naturally thought big, and the notion of surveying Mysore soon metamorphosed into a proposal to the Madras government to measure, in the interests of science, the entire breadth and later the entire length of the massive Indian subcontinent. And thus was born the idea that became the Great Trigonometrical Survey.


But the interests of the governing powers, the British East India Company, were inclined more towards commerce and conquest than science, so Lambton’s proposals were careful to emphasise how the precise measurements of the type he envisaged would result in maps many times more accurate than the primitive route surveys, drawn up by the military, that they would replace. The proposed enterprise, he wrote, would result in ‘ascertaining the correct positions of the principal geographical points (within Mysore) upon correct mathematical principles’. But he could not resist adding that there was another ‘desideratum, one more sublime, [to] determine by actual measurement the magnitude and figure of the earth’.6 With the support of Arthur Wellesley and his brother Richard, Governor General of British possessions in the East, Lambton got his funding and began assembling his materials and staff.


For someone of his stature and influence, for twenty-five years the overseer of an enterprise that employed thousands, it is remarkable that so few of the recollections of Lambton contain anything but praise and admiration. Even his successor, George Everest, who was himself so insecure that he was threatened by mere mediocrity, to say nothing of greatness – even Everest called him ‘this great and extraordinary man’.


I shall never forget the impression … this veteran and far-famed geodesist made on my mind when I first saw him. [He] seemed a tranquil and exceedingly good humoured person, very fond of his joke, partial to singing glees and duets, everything in short which tended to produce harmony and make life pass agreeably; but when he roused himself … he seemed like Ulysses shaking off his rags; his native energy appeared to rise superior to all infirmities, his limbs moved with the vigour of full manhood, and his high and ample forehead gave animation and dignity to a countenance beaming with intellect and beauty.7


One prominent historian of the survey noted that Lambton’s ‘colleagues and subordinates … revered him without exception’.8 


Lambton was tall, over six feet, strongly built, with blue eyes, red hair, clean-shaven, and with a fair complexion. His exact birth date is unknown but was sometime in the late 1750s, making him forty when he first went out to India and forty-five when he took over the survey. He never married but had three children by his Indian mistress Kummerboo and two more by another paramour known only as Frances. His son and namesake, William junior, joined the survey as ‘third sub-assistant’ in 1815 at the age of eleven.


When using triangulation the accuracy of the measurements depended largely on the quality of the instruments used, especially the theodolite, a powerful telescope mounted on a tripod that can be fixed on any distant point or object and which registers the angle of the object from the horizontal, thus allowing the user, via trigonometry, to use two other known angles to determine the height of the target point. At the time Lambton was measuring his first baseline, near Madras in the spring of 1802, there were only two or three theodolites in the world capable of the precision that a survey of the scale of the GTS would require. Lambton located one in England and had it shipped out, but the vessel that carried it was captured by the French and forced to put into Port Louis in Mauritius, where the theodolite was uncrated. When the French realised what they had seized, they were happy to repack the instrument and forward it on to the governor of Madras with their compliments. Thus the survey could at last get under way, in September 1802, as Lambton carefully established his first baseline.


Lambton’s first task was to measure the width of the southern part of India, sometimes known as peninsular India, and specifically that portion between Madras in the east and Mangalore in the west, including all of the land just acquired in the recent war with Tipoo Sultan. In the end, this great four-year effort, advancing triangle by triangle, constituted the earliest and one of the greatest triumphs of the survey, establishing conclusively that that part of peninsular India was not in fact 400 miles wide, as most maps depicted it, but only 360. In one stroke, ‘thanks to Lambton, British India [had] sustained its greatest ever territorial loss’.9 


The ‘loss’ of territory notwithstanding, the measurement of peninsular India was a triumph for Lambton, establishing beyond any doubt the ‘absolute necessity for a Trigonometrical Survey, owing to the hopeless inaccuracy of other methods’.10 And there had been many doubters, those who thought the whole enterprise was redundant, owing to other, lesser surveys being conducted at the same time in other parts of India, and those who just didn’t see the point. Among the latter was a member of the finance committee of the East India Company who famously scoffed that if ‘a traveller wished to proceed to Seringapatam, he need only say [so] to his head bearer and be vouchsafed that he would find his way to that place without any recourse to Colonel Lambton’s map’.11


After his triumph in the south, Lambton turned his attention in 1806 to what became known as the Great Indian Arc, measuring the length of the subcontinent, all 1,800 miles from Cape Comorin in the south to the foothills of the Himalayas. Lambton spent the rest of his life, seventeen more years, on the north–south survey, and even then it was only half-finished when he died in 1823. The measurements themselves were time-consuming – Lambton was a stickler for precision, regularly checking and rechecking his calculations – and there were always unavoidable complications, whether it was suspicious, unfriendly locals or meddling bureaucrats. 


One of the biggest setbacks Lambton faced was an accident that almost destroyed his theodolite. The instrument was being hauled by means of ropes and pulleys to the top of a temple near Tanjore when one of the ropes snapped and the theodolite crashed into the walls of the pagoda. ‘Ordinary men would have been disheartened at such a mishap’, Markham wrote, but not Lambton who ‘was endowed with indomitable resolution and was full of resource’. He ‘shut himself up in his tent, refusing admittance to all comers … took the instrument entirely to pieces [and in] six weeks he had brought it back nearly to its original form’.12 


Damaged instruments were among the least of the problems the survey encountered. Dehydration and dysentery took a dreadful toll on survey parties, and then there was the sweltering heat of the tropical jungles, the blinding, choking dust of the plains, and the ever-present threats of robbers, malaria, deadly snakes, rogue elephants and tiger attacks. ‘A tiger did attack the party’, one account recalled, ‘and carried off one of the soldiers. On another occasion, when a leopard sprang from a low bough and mauled five sepoys, [one of the surveyors] a slight, sinewy man, seized a bayonet and thrust it into the beast’s snarling mouth.’ In the circumstances, ‘a survey assignment in those days was often tantamount to a death sentence’.13


In his memoir, Markham salutes the nameless, unsung heroes who spent months in the field risking their health and often their lives making the survey happen, consisting of scores of surveyors, mostly British, and hundreds of Indians in support roles, including: the keepers of the survey’s elephants (needed in the long grass) and its camels, the axemen who hacked down countless trees to create lines of sight, carpenters who built the numerous towers and scaffolding for taking long-distance measurements, the porters carrying tents and supplies, lampmen for night work, flagmen, cooks and washermen, soldiers in escort, bearers who wrestled the half-ton theodolite, the size of a small tractor, up and down hills and across streams – all facing


difficulties … far greater than have been encountered in the majority of Indian campaigns. Military service, plentifully rewarded by the praise of men and by prizes of all kinds, is neither so perilous nor so honourable as that of the Indian Surveyor, who devotes great talent and ability to scientific work in the midst of as deadly peril as is met with on the field of battle, and with little or no prospect of reaping the reward that he deserves. His labours, unlike those of a mere soldier, are of permanent and lasting value, but few know who obtained the results … [T]he average slaughter was greater than in many famous battles.14


Lambton led the survey for over twenty years, dying in his tent out in the field. By then recognition and honours had come his way. The French had made him a corresponding member of the French Academy of Science, and the Royal Society in London awarded him an honorary fellowship. An article in the Edinburgh Review compared Lambton’s work favourably to that of his hero and inspiration, William Roy, noting that the two men had done ‘more for the advancement of general science than had ever been performed by any other body of military men’.15 


Lambton’s successor, George Everest, brought himself to Lambton’s attention through survey work he had carried out in northern India in 1816, leading to his appointment as Lambton’s chief assistant in 1818, when Everest was twenty-eight. Everest had first gone out to India twelve years earlier, when he was only sixteen, after a military education at Woolwich. 


Everest had his virtues, principal among which were perseverance, dedication and meticulousness, but because of his prickly personality – he was known as ‘the most cantankerous sahib ever to have stalked the Indian stage’ – he is remembered more for his faults.16 He had an exceedingly thin skin, an exceptionally short fuse, and an uncommonly sharp tongue. He was respected and feared, but he was not liked. In places where there were no alternatives to fixing a point of triangulation or securely grounding the 1,000-pound theodolite, Everest had homes and shops knocked down, and at times he desecrated the tops of temples in using them as observation points. Small wonder the survey needed an armed escort as it made its way across India.


As soon as Everest joined the survey, stories of his temper quickly proliferated, beginning with his handling of the famous mutiny he confronted while measuring a tract of land near Hyderabad in 1819. The mutineers were part of a troop of soldiers sent as a courtesy by the Nizam of Hyderabad to offer extra protection to the survey parties. A few of these soldiers, sick of monsoon rains and jungle heat, tried to run away, but one of them was apprehended, and Everest had him publicly flogged to set an example, whereupon all forty members of the escort refused to stand duty and lay down in the shade of a nearby mango tree. But in addition to the Nizam’s troops, the survey had its own in-house escort of twelve men whom Everest promptly ordered to train their muskets on the hapless mutineers; they could submit or be shot. They submitted. Everest then had three of the mutinous band flogged and thus ‘was settled very early in my career a disputed point which has been a source of constant contention and annoyance’.17


Everest was quick to take offence, especially when he felt he was not being shown the respect his position warranted. On one occasion he was good-naturedly called a ‘compass wallah’ by a fellow officer, Colonel Young. Wallah denotes occupation or livelihood – a dobi-wallah is someone who washes clothes for a living – and ‘compass wallah’ was commonly used to refer to a surveyor. Everest, as the surveyor general at that time, felt demeaned and demanded an apology, which he received. ‘I objected to a low, familiar, appellative which, though it may be in common use in the bazaar, I cannot allow to be applied to me as my official designation.’18 


Some years later, in another fit of pique, Everest reacted poorly when the arrangements for his and the survey’s reception in Gwalior State were not what he thought they should be, and he halted at the border and sent a letter of complaint to the British Resident. The Resident mentioned the complaint in a letter he subsequently wrote to the local maharajah wherein he described Everest in a phrase Everest found deeply offensive, prompting him to fire off a letter to the Resident’s superior demanding an apology. 


It is totally impossible for me to proceed under the [treatment shown] towards me by that functionary … Forms of courtesy which are deemed essential at native courts have been entirely violated. I am spoken of in his communication with the [maharajah] as ‘one major Everest engaged in measuring’ and my assistants in the same unceremonious style.


But the government chose to reprimand Everest instead for wasting time and for insulting one of His Majesty’s senior officials. ‘[T]here is a dictatorial tone pervading your letter,’ Everest was told by the Resident’s superior, ‘which I cannot think that the Surveyor General of India is justified in using towards the Resident at Gwalior.’19 Everest was unrepentant.


Everest, who was a perfectionist, could be scathing towards his subordinates when they let him down. ‘You have detained my party 3 days here looking in vain for your heliotrope [mirror],’ he wrote to one of his assistants, ‘and I intend to hand you up [report you] to Government … as your shameful negligence and misconduct deserve.’20 To another he fumed: 


You are mismanaging sadly; when directed to turn your heliotrope towards Bahin, you turned it to Pahera, and kept it there. When instructed to turn the heliotrope to Pahera, you will not do so, and I have been straining my eyes to pieces … I suppose you are still directing it to Bahin, but you might as well turn it to the moon.21


Yet another hapless colleague was told: 


You are certainly most irregular. Who but a half-crazy person would have chosen a time when it was blowing great guns to burn his blue lights in utter defiance of my orders … The khalasie tells me you began at 4AM, when I was obliged to hold on with both hands to save myself from being blown off the scaffolding.22


It does not excuse his vitriol, but it should be said in Everest’s defence that he held himself to the same exacting standards as any of his men, worked as long or longer hours, and also handed out praise where it was deserved. Summing up the differences between Everest and his predecessor, a prominent survey historian wrote of the two men’s subordinates that ‘Lambton they worshipped, but for Everest they simply worked’.23 


Everest clashed regularly with – and complained regularly to – the government of India, who paid for the survey, questioned every unusual expense, and otherwise second-guessed Everest at every turn. ‘Government was all for speed and economy, Everest for the highest accuracy, having to justify one change of programme after another.’ Everest was also aggrieved when the government would not approve hiring more deputies who could relieve him of some of the onerous burdens he bore. Referring to a project near Mussoorie in 1833, he remarked that ‘it was unquestionably the most harassing duty I ever had to perform, and I had to bear nearly the whole burden of the arduous task myself, for there was at that time no person at my disposal to whom I could depute any portion of the work.’ For that reason, he continued, ‘[d]ay and night, at all hours, from the 13th of December … til the 4th May … I was perpetually in a state of excitement and anxiety’.24 


Despite Everest’s many faults, his numerous strengths included an unwavering devotion to the survey, his technical expertise and his tireless work ethic – twice he had to take leave, once for six months to Cape Town and once for five years to England, after exhausting himself in the first instance and contracting malaria in the second. In his 1871 memoir of the survey, RGS secretary Clements Markham gives Everest his due, calling him ‘a creative genius’ who ‘had completed one of the most stupendous works in the whole history of science. No scientific man ever had a greater monument to his memory’ than the survey.25 Everest the man may have been widely disliked, but the work was justly celebrated.


When Everest took over from Lambton in 1823, the survey was twenty-one years old but had not quite yet covered half of its projected 1,800 miles, which would take another two decades, the entirety of Everest’s term as Surveyor General. Everest made good use of his five-year convalescence back in England, researching the latest advances in surveying and geodesy, corresponding with eminent scientists, and befriending important patrons. He also oversaw the construction in England of two of the most accurate theodolites ever made, bringing them back with him to India when he returned in 1835. The theodolites weighed half a ton and were carried by twelve porters, three at each end of two poles. Everest also brought back a set of compensation bars to replace the 100-foot-long steel chains used until now for measuring baselines. Thanks to their vastly superior quality, these state-of-the-art instruments occasioned a great deal of re-measuring, especially of certain critical distances initially established by the chains, slowing down the survey, to be sure, but also adding immeasurably to its reputation for unparalleled accuracy.


While he was away in England, the government in India in its wisdom, and without consulting Everest, took it upon itself to appoint Thomas Jervis as ‘Provisional Surveyor General’. Everest, who had nothing but contempt for Jervis and ‘the pretty maps’ he produced, was so appalled that he stopped making any references to his poor health in his correspondence with India and repeatedly insisted on complete control of the survey while he was away. The unfortunate Jervis happened to pass through England while Everest was still there and gave a speech to the British Association in London, a speech which Everest ‘tore … to shreds’ when he read it. It has been suggested that Everest delayed his own retirement until after Jervis left the survey to ensure that Andrew Waugh, not Jervis, would be his successor. ‘His crowning satisfaction was that he left a man after his own heart to continue the good work.’26


Under Lambton and then Everest, the survey crept slowly up the centre of India throughout the first four decades of the nineteenth century, arriving in sight of the mountains by 1840. During those same years, interest in the Himalayas mounted steadily, as speculation grew that this range of peaks could be the loftiest in the world. And if they were, then somewhere among them must lie the highest mountain on earth. When the survey, with its reputation for precision, arrived in the mountains, it would be possible for the first time to take accurate readings of these towering giants and determine once and for all their elevation.


Rumours about the great height of the Himalayas began circulating as far back as 1760, forty years before the survey, when James Rennell peered out over the Himalayas from a ridge in Bhutan and pronounced them, on no evidence whatsoever, the highest in ‘the old hemisphere’.27 His qualifier was due to the fact that the scientific consensus at the time held that the Andes, in the new hemisphere, were the highest mountains of all, and that Chimborazo, at 20,549 feet (6,263m), as measured by the French team of Condamine and Bouguer, was the world’s tallest peak. 


The candidates for world’s highest mountain came and went. As early as 1808 William Webb, assistant to the Surveyor General for the province of Bengal, took four measurements of a distant peak from the Nepal border and calculated its elevation as 26,862 feet (8,187m). When these findings were announced, the European scientific community scoffed, used as it was by now ‘to absurd claims from the land of rope-tricks and reincarnation’, and the announcement was likewise disparaged in an article in the prestigious Edinburgh Review.28 At the time most European scholars were convinced that a vertical distance of five miles (26,400 feet/8,046m) was earth’s upper limit. Some years later when the height of Webb’s peak, Dhaulagiri (the white mountain), was officially determined to be 26,749 feet (8,153m), the Review published a tortured retraction. In the meantime, while Dhaulagiri’s height was still in dispute, Webb and John Hodgson discovered a new candidate, Nanda Devi in Garhwal, which at the time came in at 25,749 feet (7,848m) and thus was, as Hodgson wrote, ‘so far as our knowledge extends, the highest mountain in the world’.29 This was in 1822, and Nanda Devi would wear the crown for another twenty-five years.


Twenty-one years later, in 1843, the Great Trigonometrical Survey had reached its northern terminus, just short of Nepal, and Everest’s health had begun to deteriorate. ‘I was confined to my bed from May to October,’ he wrote of one especially unpleasant bout of illness, ‘with little intermission, during which I was once bled to fainting [and] had upwards of 1,000 leeches [and] 30–40 cupping glasses … besides daily doses of nauseous medicine, all of which produced such a degree of debility as to make it of small apparent moment whether I lived or died.’30 He was now being regularly lowered into and raised out of his surveyor’s chair by two assistants, and he decided to declare his mission accomplished. ‘Here closes my long and laborious undertaking,’ he wrote to the directors of the survey, ‘in which, though from first to last, I have necessarily gone through much hardship and privation, yet these have not been without many [moments] of gratification and amusement.’31 He retired that year, aged fifty-three, and returned to England where he was knighted by Queen Victoria, after turning down a lesser honour he deemed insufficient to his achievements, and was made a fellow of the Royal Geographical Society. Two years after his retirement, Everest married Emma Wing and fathered three children.


The survey, meanwhile, had already spawned several offshoots, including the North-East Longitudinal Series, which would extend the effort along the front of the Himalayas from central India east to Calcutta. One of Everest’s assistants, Andrew Waugh, who had succeeded him, took a particular interest in this series, and led the effort in the field which finally dethroned Nanda Devi, in 1847, by establishing the height of Kangchenjunga at 28,176 feet (8,588m).


But Kangchenjunga had a very short run. By the time Waugh announced its height, in 1849, there were already suspicions about another peak measured by John Armstrong two years earlier from Muzaffarpur in Bihar, a mountain he called simply peak ‘b’. In that same month, November 1847, Waugh himself had made observations from Darjeeling of a distant peak then known as ‘gamma’ and he concluded that ‘b’ and ‘gamma’ were one and the same and that it was quite possibly higher than Kangchenjunga.


The meticulous Waugh ordered one of his assistants, John Peyton, to make additional measurements during the 1848–9 surveying season. ‘I particularly wish you to verify Mr. Armstrong’s peak “b”,’ Waugh wrote. But the mountain was only visible for one or two hours every morning during November and December, and by the time Peyton had unpacked and positioned his theodolite, clouds had invariably moved in. A year later, during the 1849–50 season, by which time the mountains had been assigned Roman numerals, Waugh asked another surveyor, James Nicholson, to try again, whereupon Nicholson measured the elusive peak XV from six different hills around Darjeeling and then turned his data over to Babu Radanath Sickdhar and his number crunchers in Calcutta. The ‘discovery’ of Mount Everest had begun.


On 3 July 1840, George Everest sent a note to the father of Radanath Sickdhar. ‘My dear sir,’ he began:


Your son Radhanath Sikdar has applied to me to proceed to Meerut to meet you, and I have consented, though in truth he can be but ill-spared at the present moment, as he is one of the persons whose aid is most important. I wish I could have persuaded you to come to Dehra Dun … for not only would it have given me the greatest pleasure to [show] you personally how much I honour you for having such a son as Radhanath, but you would yourself have, I am sure, been infinitely gratified at witnessing the high esteem in which he is held by his superiors and equals.32


High praise indeed from the normally acerbic Everest. But who was this apparent paragon – he has been called the first scientist of modern India – who inspired such uncharacteristic sentiments in the famously cantankerous sahib?


Radanath Sickdhar, the eldest of two sons, was born to Bengali parents in October 1813 in the Jorasanko district of Calcutta. He and his brother both earned scholarships to a village school, but while Srinath used most of his funds to help support the family, the scholarly Radanath used his to buy books. In 1824, when he was eleven, Radanath was admitted to Hindu College in Calcutta (now Presidency University, Kolkata) where he began studying mathematics, including Euclidian geometry, under the renowned Professor John Tytler. It is said that during his seven years at the college, Sickdhar was one of the first of two Indians ever to read all the way through Sir Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica. 


Before he was twenty, Sickdhar had made a modest name for himself by devising a new method for connecting common tangents to two circles, his paper on which was published in the prestigious Gleanings of Science. ‘A good deal having appeared in the public prints lately respecting the Hindoo College,’ the journal’s editor wrote, introducing the paper, ‘it may not be uninteresting to publish the accompanying solution of a geometrical problem by one of the pupils there, Radhanath Sickdhar. The solution is altogether his own discovery, and I have not altered a word in his composition.’33 


Sickdhar left the college in 1831, the same year Everest wrote to Professor Tytler asking for the names of outstanding pupils, and upon being recommended, Sickdhar – ‘the star of the students’ – was hired by the survey in December and sent to work on the Barrackpore Trunk Road linking Calcutta to its suburbs.34 Three years later Sickdhar was working alongside Everest himself as the survey was establishing a baseline near Dehradun, and Everest liked what he saw of the young Bengali. ‘Of the qualifications of the young man,’ he wrote, ‘I cannot speak too highly … [I]n his mathematical attainments there are few in India, whether European or native, who can at all compete with him, and even in Europe his attainments would rank very high.’35 


Sometime later, when Everest learned that Sickdhar was planning to leave the survey to become a deputy tax collector, a post that was better paid, he intervened to stop the transfer, which was his right as Sickdhar’s supervisor. He explained that the young Indian’s


qualifications, so eminently valuable to my Department, would be thrown away upon that to which he now seeks to be transferred. [H]e has become … my right arm in all matters connected with computation and registry of data, and the loss of his services at this critical moment would be one of the most severe privations that could be inflicted upon me.36


Later Sickdhar did manage to secure Everest’s permission to transfer from the surveying department, with its headquarters in the field at Dehradun, to become a ‘computor’ in the calculating department in Calcutta, where he distinguished himself and eventually became the first Indian ever appointed by the survey to the position of ‘sub-assistant’. Andrew Waugh, Everest’s successor and Sickdhar’s subsequent superior, likewise thought highly of him: ‘Radanath Sikdar and Ramdial were both appointed sub-assistants; the former achieved brilliant success but the latter failed.’37 


A report on the survey’s progress submitted to the British Parliament at the time specifically singled out the contributions of Indian sub-assistants – ‘a more loyal, zealous and energetic body of men is no-where to be found’ – and of one in particular: ‘Among them may be mentioned as most conspicuous for ability, Babu Radhanath Sikdar, a native of India of Brahminical extraction whose mathematical attainments are of the highest order.’38 Sickdhar was later appointed ‘chief computor’, the head of the survey’s entire calculating and computing department.


His reputation quickly grew. In 1851, Sickdhar was asked to contribute to the prestigious Indian Manual of Surveying, the bible of the surveying field, eventually writing several chapters and submitting a set of auxiliary tables. His significant contributions were acknowledged at some length in the introduction to the first and second editions of the manual, but all mention of Sickdhar had disappeared by the third edition, in 1875, after his demise. The uproar caused by this omission speaks to the high regard in which Sickdhar was still held by the survey six years after his death. The omission was widely reported in the press and publicly criticised in several Indian newspapers. One Colonel Macdonald, deputy superintendent of the survey at the time, even went so far as to criticise his superior, the superintendent, over the omission in two articles in the Daily Friend of India. For his sins, Macdonald was suspended for three months and then demoted to deputy second class. 


At some point during the spring of 1851, Sickdhar and his team of computors turned their attention to peak XV and began to work through the data they had received from Waugh, Armstrong, Nicholson and others – a variety of readings and observations taken at different times by different people from different locations, with different results. There were also the unusual technical and mathematical challenges to be faced in calculating the elevation of a mountain as high and as distant as Everest, requiring ‘a knowledge of advance theory of refraction, plumb-line deflection, gravity, geoids, datums of reference’, technical details so complicated, one geodesist has observed, that ‘even geographers find them difficult’.39 Not surprisingly, the work of the computors took nearly two years, so it was not until late 1852 that the results were made known to Waugh.


Just how the results were communicated to Waugh is one of the best-known stories in all the lore of Mount Everest, diminished somewhat by the fact that it’s almost certainly not true.


The story – one of the first to tell it was Francis Younghusband – is that Radanath Sickdhar ran breathless into Andrew Waugh’s office one day and announced, ‘Sir, I have discovered the highest mountain in the world.’ Younghusband was not there, of course, so he must have heard the story from someone else. But whatever its origins, it was picked up and repeated over the years by a number of reputable Everest historians and has survived down to the present. And it’s easy to see why: it’s perfect – a lone individual making the dramatic discovery of the world’s highest mountain. Clearly this is how Everest should have been announced to the world, but it is too good to be true.


To begin with, there is the problem that Sickdhar worked in the offices of the computation department in Calcutta, and Andrew Waugh worked 1,000 miles away in the survey headquarters in Dehradun, although this does not preclude the possibility that Sickdhar travelled out to Dehradun to deliver the momentous news to Waugh in person. Another weakness of the anecdote is that whenever it is told, it is told in exactly the same ten words – Sir, I have discovered the highest mountain in the world – and completely devoid of details. Surely if this were a well-known, much-discussed incident, there would be numerous versions with colourful commentary. Moreover, the famous quotation is not consistent with Sickdhar’s personality; he was genuinely solicitous of his staff and would never have presumed to take personal credit for the work of an entire team. 


And finally there is the problem of one John Hennessey, who is credited with discovering Everest in some versions of the story but not others. Hennessey worked closely alongside Waugh in the survey field headquarters in Dehradun where calculations were also carried out in addition to those produced in Calcutta, where Sickdhar worked. Waugh even thanks Hennessey for his calculations by name in his famous letter announcing the discovery of Everest.


Who did discover Everest? Was it Radanath Sickdhar or John Hennessey? When all the conflicting accounts are set side by side and compared, the following scenario hews closest to the facts as they are known. The measurements of peak XV by Waugh and Nicholson were indeed turned over to Sickdhar and friends in Calcutta; they did spend two years poring over the figures, producing the initial numbers; and their results were presented to Waugh in 1852 (although probably not by Sickdhar in person). The record then shows clearly that four more years elapsed while the ever-cautious Waugh and others checked and rechecked the data – adjusting and correcting for such factors as light refraction, barometric pressure, temperature, gravity, and new tidal observations that had to be obtained from Karachi. 


Only then, in March 1856, was Waugh confident enough in the calculations to write a letter to his deputy in Calcutta announcing the discovery, with its famous two opening sentences: ‘I am now in possession of the final values of the peak designated XV in the list of the office of the Surveyor General. We have for some years known that this mountain is higher than any hitherto measured in India and most probably it is the highest in the whole world.’40 


The next sentence of this document is often omitted, but it is key to answering the question of who discovered Everest: ‘In justice to my able assistant J. Hennessey,’ Waugh continues, ‘it is proper that I acknowledge that I am greatly indebted to him for his cordial cooperation in revising these computations’ (italics added).41 When set alongside the rest of the record, a fair reading of this passage supports the conclusion that the computors in Calcutta did the original computations, and in the following four years their work was reviewed and in some cases revised by their colleagues in Dehradun. Indeed, survey records show that calculations were regularly passed back and forth between the two locations.


The discovery controversy lasted for nearly a hundred and fifty years, regularly revisited and reargued throughout the rest of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth. One of the most careful and thorough examinations of the varying accounts was undertaken in the early 1980s by the prominent earth scientist Parke Dickey who published his conclusions in the October 1985 issue of EOS magazine, throwing his lot in with Sickdhar, although he is scientist enough to know that findings such as these are seldom the work of a single individual. His concluding sentence in the EOS article is to date the last word on the controversy: ‘Actually the discovery was made not by one person but by a group of highly skilled and dedicated scientists, trained by George Everest and working according to a plan that he devised.’42 In the usual sense of the word, then, it cannot truly be said that Everest was ‘discovered’, and certainly not by a single person. Nor did Radanath Sickdhar ever make such a claim. That said, Sickdhar and Hennessey, along with their boss Andrew Waugh, surely deserve any and all acclaim that accrues to them.


An amusing coda to the measurement saga involves the often-told story of the first published height of 29,003 feet (8,840m). The calculations of Sickdhar et al. apparently established that the mountain stood at an even 29,000 feet, but fearing no one would believe such a round number, the computors added three feet to their total. Today the official height is given as 29,029 (8,848m).


All that remained now was to assign a name to peak XV, a task – he called it a privilege – that fell to Andrew Waugh. Choosing a name for what would immediately become the most famous mountain in the world was never going to be an easy matter. Virtually any name Waugh decided on under the circumstances was bound to be controversial. And so it proved. In point of fact, however, it should have been entirely straightforward, thanks to a more than sixty-year precedent established by the survey – and religiously observed by Everest himself – that mountains and other significant geographic features should always be given the name used by locals. All Waugh had to do, in theory, was determine the local name for peak XV and use it. 


Instead, Waugh proposed Everest’s name, igniting a controversy that lasted for more than fifty years. ‘Here is a mountain, most probably the highest in the world,’ he writes in his letter of 1856,


without any local name that we can discover, whose native appellation, if it has any, will not very likely be ascertained before we are allowed to penetrate into Nepal and to approach close to this stupendous snowy mass.


In the meantime the privilege as well as the duty devolves on me to assign to this lofty pinnacle of our globe a name whereby it may be known among geographers and become a household word among civilized nations.


In virtue of this privilege, in testimony to my affectionate respect for a revered chief, in conformity with what I believe to be the wish of all the members of the scientific department over which I have the honour to preside, and to perpetuate the memory of that illustrious master of accurate geographical research, I have determined to name this noble peak of the Himalayas Mont [sic] Everest.43


We are told that among the ‘members of the scientific department’ that Waugh consulted was Radanath Sickdhar, who readily gave his approval.


Waugh’s defence of departing from the precedent rests on the sketchy argument that as Nepal was closed to outsiders, it was not possible to enter the country and ask the locals what they called the noble peak. This is disingenuous at best, for Waugh certainly knew that outsiders had been going in and out of Nepal for years. Moreover, for some years now the British had been allowed by the king of Nepal to post an official British representative (called a political officer) in Kathmandu, and this individual could easily have made enquiries. From the beginning, there was a strong suspicion in many quarters that Waugh simply did not want to know of any local names so he could indulge his wish to honour his predecessor.


Challenges to the name came thick and fast and almost immediately. The first – mere weeks after Waugh’s announcement – was from Brian Hodgson, who had served as political officer in Kathmandu for some years and from where he claimed to have observed Everest and heard it referred to quite regularly by its local name Deodanga. In letters to the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Asiatic Society, Hodgson politely suggested that Colonel Waugh was mistaken that there was no local name, and much to Waugh’s dismay the Asiatic Society agreed with Hodgson. 


An equally serious challenge and one that gained considerable traction came from the German explorer Hermann Schlagintweit. Sponsored by the king of Prussia, Hermann and his two brothers undertook a three-year scientific expedition to India and Central Asia, entering Nepal in 1855, measuring the same peak Hodgson mistakenly thought was Everest (the one he said locals called Deodanga), only claiming it was called Gauri Sankar. The Schlagintweits published a map in Berlin in 1862 using that name for the mountain, and the Royal Geographical Society, which had originally sided with Waugh, changed its mind and supported the Germans rather than the Raj’s own survey. While the RGS changed its mind again in 1865, officially adopting the name of Everest, most maps of the Himalayas printed in Europe were using the name Gauri Sankar as late as 1904. Writing of the great Everest–Gauri Sankar naming controversy many years later, the celebrated Himalayan mountaineer Bill Tilman remarked on how the ‘identification of very distant peaks is a harmless and fascinating amusement so long as the results are not taken seriously’.44


At the time, however, Andrew Waugh did take the results very seriously, and he immediately embarked on an aggressive campaign to defend his decision. To begin with, he made it clear in a letter of 5 August 1857 to the surveyor general that he was quite aware of the policy to use local names. ‘I was taught by my respected chief and predecessor, Colonel George Everest, to assign every geological object its true local or native appellation, and I have always adhered scrupulously to this rule, as I have in fact to all other principles laid down by that eminent geodist.’45 In other words, Waugh would never have named the mountain after Everest if he knew of any local name.


Waugh then launched into a diatribe against Hodgson, charging that his arguments were ‘so palpably conjectural … that it [was] needless to refute them’. And as for the Germans, their support for and use of the name Gauri Sankar on German maps ‘proves nothing more than that German geographers are rash enough to lay down anything upon hearsay’. If the English do not use the name Gauri Sankar on their maps, he continued, that’s because ‘the rigorous notions which prevail among English scientific men’ prevent them from giving ‘the position of a point on the earth’s surface’ on the basis of rumour.46 


Waugh then convened a committee consisting of five members of the survey to review the controversy. The committee found, among other things, that ‘Mr Hodgson has advanced no evidence whatever to prove his’ claim,47 that it is based on ‘data which … are purely conjectural’ and ‘upon the vague information of untrained travellers’,48 and that ‘no person who has had any surveying experience can doubt [certain reports Hodgson cited as] being absolutely useless as evidence …’49 Another member of the committee opined that ‘it would be most inadvisable … to abandon this definite name, which will soon be familiar to every English or European child, [in favour of] one of the, to Europeans, unpronounceable names given by Mr Hodgson.’50 In the end the committee declared that Gauri Sankar/Deodanga was ‘indefinite and unacceptable’.51 
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