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Foreword to this Edition


By Sir Chris Bonington


There are certain incidents or pieces of news in all our lives that we will always remember – where we were at the announcement of the first man to stand on the surface of the moon or of the assassination of John Kennedy. For me, one such event was the announcement of the first ascent of Mount Everest. It was 1953, and I was on a dusty parade ground at RAF Hednesford at the culmination of a parade to celebrate the coronation of the Queen when the commanding officer announced that Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay had reached the summit of Everest, the highest point on earth. 


To me, it was as momentous as reaching the moon was to be five years later. The Third Pole, as it came to be known, took longer to attain than either North or South Pole, cost more lives and somehow has a more powerful imagery than two geographical points on a featureless landscape, however bleak and inaccessible they might be. 


Mountains have always had a powerful impact. Thought in former times to be the abode of gods or demons, reaching as they do to the heavens, they present the tangible challenges of thinning atmosphere, avalanches and precipitous slopes. It is not surprising that the highest mountain on earth was, and still is, such a huge draw to all mountaineers.


The British had an initial advantage in what became a race to reach the summit of Everest – they controlled the only access through India. Peak 15, as it was known to the Survey of India, was discovered to be the highest point on earth in 1853 and named Mount Everest, with a splendid imperial arrogance, after the Surveyor General of the time. The mountain straddled the border between Nepal and Tibet. Until the late 1940s, Nepal closed its frontiers to all foreigners. Tibet discouraged visitors but the British Raj had undertaken a punitive expedition in 1904 to Lhasa and had enforced a level of influence that enabled the pre-Second World War Everest expeditions.


There seemed an invisible barrier at around 8,500 metres, which many of the expeditions reached but could get no further. Mallory and Irvine might have got higher and it is just conceivable that they reached the top in 1924. With the Second World War, everything changed, with Tibet being invaded by China, and Nepal opening up to foreigners after India gained its independence. Everest was no longer a British preserve and the Swiss had permission for 1952. The story of the attempts, and final success, told in this book provide a fascinating story which today – sixty years on – can be seen in a clearer perspective than immediately after the event. 


Colonel John Hunt’s many challenges began with his appointment as leader. It was anticipated that Eric Shipton, the most famous mountaineer in Britain at the time, would be in charge. After all, he had led or taken part in four of the attempts before the Second World War, as well as the reconnaissance expedition of 1951 and the expedition to Cho Oyu in 1952.


However, members of the management committee perceived a lack of single-minded drive to reach the top and doubted his organisational ability. A series of decisions were taken by the committee which eroded Shipton’s position as leader. Hunt, initially brought in with an organising role, was given the title of deputy leader over the head of Charles Evans. Then he was appointed joint leader without consultation with Shipton, who resigned. 


Inevitably, the team members, particularly those who had been on the recce and the Cho Oyu expeditions, were upset. They all felt a strong sense of loyalty to Shipton, a quiet, unassuming yet charismatic man. None of them knew John Hunt – he was comparatively unknown to the British climbing community, in spite of some impressive first ascents he had made while serving in India before the war.


John Hunt, who had played no part in the manoeuvring that led to his appointment, quickly showed his powers of leadership and captured the loyalty and respect of his team. His understanding of the importance of logistics, his careful planning and his ability to take clear firm decisions in the field made a huge contribution to the success of the expedition, which was faced with long periods of bad weather and many setbacks. Equally importantly, they built strong friendships and met up on an annual basis for many years afterwards. 


John Hunt’s blueprint for running the expedition was exemplary. I, and many other expedition leaders, owe a great deal in our own subsequent adventures to the man whose leadership enabled Hillary and Tenzing to reach the summit of the world’s highest mountain on 29 May 1953. I also hope, as Sir John said in his Foreword to the 1993 edition, that this book will inspire a new generation to seek their own Everests.
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Foreword to the Original Edition


By His Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh, k.g.


In this book you will find the full and detailed account of the climbing of the highest mountain in the world. You will find more than that, you will find the reasons for trying to climb it and how much success depended on previous expeditions, careful planning, close-knit team-work and all the hundred and one details which had to be taken into account.


In spite of, rather than because of all these details I am still left with a sense of profound admiration for the achievement of this expedition, both as a team and as individuals. In the human terms of physical effort and endurance alone it will live in history as a shining example to all mankind.


patron, british everest expedition 1953










Foreword to 1993 Edition


By Sir John Hunt


In the last chapter of this book I offered some thoughts on the reasons for our success in being the first mountaineers to climb Everest, and on the shape of things to come. I would like again to acknowledge the contributions made by a great many people, other than those who were on the mountain that year; to salute the memory of those other alpinists who, during all the earlier attempts, had provided the lessons from which we had benefited; and who, on several occasions, had so nearly succeeded. I wanted the many people who did not go to Everest – on whose help with money, equipment and expert advice we had so greatly depended – to know how much we had valued their help.


The part played by our scientific consultants was especially important. Their knowledge of the physiological problems of human activity and survival at high altitudes powerfully influenced the selection, manufacture and preparation of our equipment, clothing and food; their advice informed the overall planning of the expedition and decisions on the mountain.


But the relative importance to be attached to each one of the reasons for our success will remain a matter of opinion. I do not believe that any particular reason merits greater prominence than the others. Indeed, whether they were human, technological or scientific in character, they are not strictly comparable. It was the harmonious blend of them all which resulted in two men reaching the summit on 29th May, 1953.


As regards the future, my speculations at that time have in part been overtaken by events. I say ‘in part’ because the story of Everest, and the impact of its first ascent, will continue; it is, to use current jargon, an ‘on-going’ story. It was easy to predict that others would follow us to the top. Yet for a number of years, few did so; only three expeditions, from countries other than Britain, climbed Everest in the course of the next twelve years. Then the pace quickened. Today it has become akin to a Gold Rush. The mountain has been climbed by all its ridges and each of its three great precipices, and by a number of routes – other and harder than ours. Hundreds of climbers have stood on the summit; between forty and fifty expeditions climb, or attempt to climb, the mountain every year; at any one time, there may be ten or more parties on their way up the Khumbu Icefall. And as everyone knows, tourists in their thousands have, for many years past, been trekking along the litter-strewn track which leads to our old Base Camp, itself (so they tell me) a débris dump of monumental proportions.


Meanwhile, the numbers of climbers have greatly increased and their activities have spread far and wide. All the higher mountains, and many lesser peaks in the more remote regions have been climbed; many of them by routes of an order of difficulty beyond our imagination in the years just after the war. Eric Shipton, who played so distinguished a part in earlier Everest expeditions, expressed his delight at our own success, but went on to say: ‘Thank goodness, we can now get on with some real climbing.’ That sentiment was shared by myself and my companions in 1953, for Everest was not our idea of the kind of climb we were accustomed to enjoying. At that point in time, it symbolized rather more than a mountain.


The tale of exceptional enterprises in other fields of adventure has unfolded far and wide. In 1953 I expressed my belief that there was plenty of scope ‘among the hills, in the air, upon the sea, in the bowels of the earth or on the ocean bed’. I pointed out that ‘there is always the moon to reach’. The word ‘always’ was mistaken. I should have realized the urgency of man’s quest to extend his knowledge of his environment and beyond. Intrepid men have traversed both the Poles; men and women have circumnavigated the globe in small sailing craft; the liner Titanic has been located and photographed on its ocean bed at 12,000 feet beneath the waters of the North Atlantic. Yuri Gagarin has led the way into outer space; Americans have landed on the moon and unmanned spacecraft have come to rest on one other planet in the solar system; others are cruising even further in the universe.


It is clear that, in all these later great achievements, science and technology have played a major, even total, part. Man’s inventions would seem to bid fair to take over from man himself. Is this the shape of things to come? Can I still say, with confidence, that there remains much to be achieved? In the realm of science and the development of technology, the answer is undoubtedly ‘yes’. On our planet earth, there is a wealth of detailed knowledge to be gleaned about our environment, especially beneath the oceans; the exploration of space is still in its infancy. Innumerable secrets about the nature of the universe and our own globe remain to be revealed. The saga of discovery will continue.


But what of us humans, and the spirit which moves us? My concluding words in this book were, ‘There is no height, no depth that the spirit of man, guided by a higher Spirit, cannot attain.’ I was probably too starry-eyed and emotionally in thrall, immediately after our return from Everest, to make a reasonable judgment when I made this claim. The urge which drives people to explore beyond the frontiers of human experience is more complex than I averred all those years ago; motives are usually mixed. For most, the ‘reason why’ cannot be explained in a single word, or a sentence such as Mallory’s much quoted, ‘Because it’s there . . .’ In an age in which we in the developed countries have grown richer, more materialistic, more competitive, it cannot be said that all explorers set forth in the pure spirit of Excelsior; fewer still, I suspect, are guided by a higher Spirit.


But the inspiration for the rest of mankind rests still, I believe, on a higher plane. People everywhere appear to feel uplifted by deeds of daring. There is no gainsaying the personal achievement of Hillary and Tenzing in becoming the first human beings to stand at the highest point on earth. It has been rightly acclaimed the world over and we, the other members of the Everest team, rejoiced at their triumph. The rejoicing which attended the return to earth of Gagarin, of Armstrong and the other pioneering cosmonauts derived from public amazement at the quality of their courage. It mattered not whether they were Russians, or Americans; they were perceived as heroes of the human race. Most people were less interested in the marvellous technology of the vehicles which conveyed them, than (to borrow the title of a well remembered film) in ‘those marvellous men in their flying machines’. Indeed, public admiration appears especially to be bestowed on those who, notwithstanding the availability of aircraft, rockets, snow-cats or any other safer and speedier methods of travel, choose to do it the slow, hard way. I find this reassuring for the future.


Men and women have climbed the highest mountain, crossed the ends of the earth, and reached the moon. What else remains to be done? My answer is that the opportunities for further quests are legion. In this book I suggested that, if justification were needed for the first ascent of Everest, it would be found in the seeking of their own Everests by others. That hope has been fulfilled. The story of Everest in 1953, and other high mountains elsewhere, has proved to be a spur to action for millions of people – particularly for youth. In our country alone groups of young people – from schools, youth organizations, colleges and universities – plan their own expeditions, into the countryside beyond their urban homes, and to countries beyond our shores. The sheer number and diversity of these enterprises is astonishing. On the grand scale, numerous mountaineers, many of them advised and assisted by the Mount Everest Foundation (which was created largely from the telling of this story) have climbed in all the great mountainous regions of the earth. Their achievements have been replicated in journeys across deserts, through tropical forest, through cave systems and in underwater exploration. The Expedition Idea has also been exploited with positive results in diverting youngsters from a life of crime. It has served as a link between people of many nations.


The ultimate regions have been reached. But millions of erstwhile spectators have become players in the vast arena of adventure. While other omens may give cause for concern about the future of mankind, in this evidence, at least, of the abiding spirit of man, I see good reason for hope about the future.
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PART ONE


Background
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Perspective


This is the story of how, on 29th May, 1953, two men, both endowed with outstanding stamina and skill, inspired by an unflinching resolve, reached the top of Everest and came back unscathed to rejoin their comrades.


Yet this will not be the whole story, for the ascent of Everest was not the work of one day, nor even of those few anxious, unforgettable weeks in which we prepared and climbed last spring. It is, in fact, a tale of sustained and tenacious endeavour by many, over a long period of time. To unfold the whole of this long-drawn-out drama within the compass of this book would either make it so broad a survey as to be dull reading, or else fail to do justice to some of those who took part. Moreover, these earlier feats have already been competently told of in detail and summarized by others. So I will do no more than sketch the past in barest outline.


It is now well over thirty years since an expedition was first sent to explore the mountain with the serious intention of making a subsequent attempt to climb it. Since that date, 1921, no less than eleven major expeditions have followed one another, eight of them with the definite mission to get to the top. In the course of three of these expeditions, at least four British climbers, in 1924 and 1933, and last year a Sherpa and a Swiss together, arrived within about 1,000 feet of the peak, only to be forced back at the limit of endurance or by climatic or snow conditions. In addition, there have been several minor expeditions to Everest by small parties, or even by individuals. It is also worth remembering that a number of lives have been lost in attempts to reach the summit.


Before the last war, all attempts on the mountain had been made from the north, following a long and wearisome march from India through Tibet. At that time the frontiers of that remote land were open to us, and the Dalai Lama, its spiritual and temporal ruler, was kindly disposed towards our interest in their mountain group of Chomolungma, strange though this may have appeared to him and his people. It became a ritual for those earlier expeditions to seek and receive the blessing of the abbot of a famous Buddhist monastery, Rongbuk, situated within sight and close range of the mountain on that side. Then the radical change in the political mastery of Tibet in 1951 dimmed for a time our hopes of renewing the attempts to climb Everest from that direction.


At that time very little was known about the southern side of the mountain. As early as 1921, Mallory had looked down upon the Khumbu Icefall during the first reconnaissance of Everest from the northern side. Not being able to see the western and southern flanks of the mountain and impressed by the difficulties of the Icefall, he had entertained little hope of this approach. His impression was later confirmed by members of the 1935 reconnaissance party.


The southern flanks of Everest lie in Nepal, and it was only as recently as 1949 that the rulers of that kingdom opened its frontiers to foreigners; thus it was that, apart from impressions gained by incomplete inspection, it had never been possible to make a survey of that side. It was therefore a momentous event in mountaineering history when this approach could be made. Although previous conclusions had not been encouraging, climbers were not slow to seize this opportunity to inspect this view of Everest close at hand. In mountaineering perhaps more than most other activities, it is a golden rule to press on and on no account be dismayed by unfavourable impressions – to rub your nose, as it were, against the obstacle.


In 1950 a small Anglo-American party which included Charles Houston, the leader of the American expeditions to K2 (28,250 feet) in 1938 and 1953, and Tilman, the leader of the last British expedition to Everest before the war, went to have a look. With little time at their disposal, they just failed to push their inspection far enough and came away understandably dubious, for Everest is cunning in concealing the chinks in its armour. Their report was sufficiently inconclusive, however, to encourage a second and more thorough visit. So it came about that another expedition, initiated by M. P. Ward, W. H. Murray, T. Bourdillon and C. Secord, and led by that renowned veteran of pre-war Everest expeditions, Eric Shipton, was sent out with a small reconnaissance party in the summer of 1951, to examine and test the defences of the mountain from the south. They went with little expectation of success. Yet this, the brilliant Reconnaissance of 1951, not only traced a hypothetical route to the top – it proved to be the most practicable line in the light of later experience – but forced a way up one of the most formidable sections of it.


This discovery of an apparently feasible route created all the greater stir throughout the world of climbers. The Swiss were quick to exploit this welcome knowledge; in two remarkable attempts during last spring and winter, in which they endured exceptional hardships, two of their party, the guide Lambert and the Sherpa Tenzing, reached approximately the same height on the South-East ridge as had Norton eighteen years before on the north face of the mountain.


Meanwhile, we were getting ready to follow the Swiss, should they fail. A training expedition, led by Eric Shipton and including prospective members of an eventual Everest team, went out to the Himalaya in the summer of 1952. Their aims were to prepare themselves for Everest, to test oxygen equipment and to study physiological problems at high altitude. In the course of doing this, they made an attempt to climb one of the major Himalayan peaks, Cho Oyu (26,860 feet), and carried out some exploration of a rugged and hitherto unvisited valley. The oxygen tests had an important influence on the development of our equipment this year and the knowledge gained by the physiological studies undertaken was valuable in drawing up our own programme of preparation. On Cho Oyu, Shipton and his party made yet one more important contribution towards success on Everest.


These, the Reconnaissance of 1951, the two Swiss attempts and the Cho Oyu experiments, were the immediate milestones behind the final journey to the top. The knowledge provided by all four expeditions, the difficulties revealed and indeed the sufferings endured were a sobering thought which governed my planning. But they also inspired us to carry the flag of adventure to its ultimate goal.


 


These bare facts enable me to place our part in its right perspective, for ours was no new venture; it was, after all, only the climax to a story which had already been lived and written in large part before we set out. When, last year, the Swiss entered the lists against Everest, they recognized that they owed much to earlier British experience; they were particularly indebted to the British party led by Shipton which, the previous year, had been the first to investigate the possibility of a way to the summit from the south. Immediately after their return they placed all their valuable experience and information of this southern route at our disposal. So it was that we who followed them were already, in knowledge, more than half-way on our arduous journey towards the summit, for by their achievements on the mountain our predecessors had acquired a great deal of experience.


We have a very proper sense of pride that no less than nine of the eleven expeditions to Everest have been British sponsored. But it must be remembered too that we then enjoyed a privileged position in India which gave us a certain advantage in obtaining permission to visit Everest between the wars, and we also have to thank climbers of other nations who, in that vast arena of the Himalaya, recognized in the continuing struggle our precious stake in that mountain. It was as if an agreement existed in those years, by which it was tacitly understood that certain of the big peaks were the special concern of climbers of a particular nation.


The mission we undertook was not, in our eyes, in the nature of some competition on a giant scale in which we vied to outdo the efforts of previous expeditions, dramatic and popular as such a concept might be. Indeed, prolonged attempts to climb a difficult mountain are, or should be, essentially different from those of a competitive sport. A possible analogy, however, might be that of a relay race, in which each member of a team of runners hands the baton to the next at the end of his allotted span, until the race is finally run. The Swiss last year received that baton of knowledge from the latest in the long chain of British climbers and they in turn, after running a brilliant lap, passed it on to us. We chanced to be the last runners in this particular race, but we might well not have succeeded in finishing, in which case we would have handed on our knowledge to our French comrades who were preparing to take up the challenge.


But this tussle between men and a mountain reaches beyond the scope of mountain climbing in its physical aspect. It seems to me to symbolize man’s struggle to come to terms with the forces of nature; it speaks eloquently of the continuity of this struggle and of the bond between all those who have taken part in it. The opponent was not other parties, but Everest itself.


 


And this will not be the story of those two men alone who reached the top. In this or any other mountain venture, sound and successful climbing is fundamentally a matter of teamwork. A particular route on our home crags or on a mountain of Alpine dimensions may safely be climbed by no more than two men, unsupported by any others. Yet even they comprise a team; they are linked by a rope which does more than provide mutual security – it symbolizes their unity of purpose. Each man plays his own important part, whether he is in the lead, finding and preparing a passage, or acting as second man on the rope, carrying the gear, perhaps improving the track, safeguarding and advising his leader. The bigger the scale or technical difficulty, or both, the more vital this teamwork and, probably, the larger the team required to accomplish the task. To achieve success on Everest, the biggest mountain and in some respects the toughest problem of all, we needed to be imbued not only with that sense of unity with the past, but also among ourselves.


There are exceptions to every rule, and Everest might well have been one such exception. We had agreed that in certain favourable circumstances it might be justifiable and indeed necessary for one single climber to carry on alone over the last short distance to the top. This seems to have been the view held and the policy adopted by earlier expeditions. In 1924 Norton, and again in 1933 Smythe, continued on their own above a certain point when their respective companions on the rope found themselves unable to go on. The opportunity first to reach the top of Everest is one so special, so unique, that it might have been right to break the golden rule I have described. But this does not in any way affect the teamwork essential to the enterprise as a whole.


 


Shortly after we had returned from Everest, some of us were interviewed by a party of students. One of them turned to me and asked: ‘What was the point of climbing Everest? Had you any material objective, or was it just some kind of madness?’ Some may wonder why it was that we, and those who were before us, went to try to climb Everest, and it may be as well that I should attempt to answer this question at the outset of the story.


To those looking for a material objective, there is no satisfactory answer, for there was indeed no desire for, nor expectation of any material reward. The Himalaya is a rich field for exploration and scientific research, but there are many regions equally profitable and less known than the close surroundings of Everest for those who want to break new ground or whose interests are scientific. In the course of the many efforts to climb that mountain, the area has become relatively well known; during most other expeditions many interests have been pursued aside from climbing. But these other interests have always been secondary to the basic aim of climbing the mountain. Moreover, one of the lessons learned from the past is that science and mountaineering do not readily mix; I was always sure that we must concentrate single-mindedly on the main purpose of getting up.


Nor is the question answered simply by a passion for climbing mountains. To those who do so the sport is, or should be, a source of happiness. We climb mountains because we like it. But I doubt whether any one of our party went to Everest this year expecting to enjoy the climbing as much as in the mountains nearer home. Mountain craft acquired on more accessible peaks tends to suffer in the Himalaya from lack of stern testing; most of us had been to the Himalaya before and we knew that, even on minor expeditions, the technical climbing problems are fewer and less severe, and the actual amount of climbing opportunities in a given time much less than, for example, in the Alps.


Yet to solve a problem which has long resisted the skill and persistence of others is an irresistible magnet in every sphere of human activity. It was this urge to which Mallory alluded when he gave his apparently ingenuous reply to this same question – ‘Because it’s there’. It was Mallory who disappeared with his companion Irvine high on the North-East ridge of Everest in 1924, during his third expedition to the mountain, and since his time many more seeking without success to reach the summit, who by their example spurred us to try where they had failed. The fact that Everest still remained unscaled despite so many onslaughts was certainly sufficient to tame in us any foolish optimism, yet we were encouraged, as others must have been before us, by the possession of a great sum of experience. The possibility of entering the unknown; the simple fact that it was the highest point on the world’s surface – these things goaded us on. The problem aroused no invidious comparisons; it was intimate to us as a team and personal to each of us as individuals. There was the challenge, and we would lay aside all else to take it up.










2


The Problem


What is the problem of Everest? What were the weapons with which the mountain had so long succeeded in holding at bay so many resolute men? By last autumn, when we were preparing to tackle it, the nature of the undertaking had already been largely exposed; indeed, in a sense it was almost solved, with only the last 1,000 feet unclimbed. It was romantic to suppose that some spell had been cast over the final keep, that a barrier had been reached at about 28,000 feet beyond which even such stout spirits as Norton, Smythe, Wyn Harris and Wager, Lambert and Tenzing could not pass. It might appear that the problem was confined to the breaking of this spell, the forcing of this invisible obstacle, a point in space comparable with the barrier of sound. Although perhaps true in a physiological sense, to follow this line of thought would be to give a totally false impression, just as it would be untrue to say that, with the climbing of the mountain this year, there is no further problem for future aspirants to reach the top. Others had gone before us to approximately the same height on opposite sides of the final peak, but they had not been turned back by any physical obstacle beyond their technical skill to surmount. The terrain was passable; in descriptive mountaineering jargon, ‘it would go’. Some among this select band maintain that they could have gone farther but for lack of time. I will return to this point later; it is enough to say for the moment that they had been defeated by the cumulative effects of altitude, effects which had been telling both on them and on their supporting comrades from a much earlier stage.


There are three factors of awe-inspiring magnitude facing those who seek adventure among the highest peaks. They are this matter of vertical scale, the climatic conditions and the climbing difficulties. Let us look at altitude first.


The rarefied air surrounding the upper part of Everest, or any other of the big peaks, obviously makes movement, even over easy ground, much more difficult. Lack of oxygen also slows down and blurs the mental processes. Beyond a certain point life itself is no longer possible. On the other hand, it is now sufficiently proved that the ill-effects of altitude on the climber may at least be retarded by a careful regimen of what we call acclimatization, a gradual getting used to increasing height over a certain period of time. Individual performances on a mountain naturally vary, but it may be said that those among us who are best adapted to climb high mountains, provided they follow this policy of gradualness, can reach an altitude of at least 21,000 feet and remain there without serious detriment – at any rate long enough to make a supreme final effort to reach a higher point, provided it is not too far above.


Trouble begins above that height, which is one main reason why the really high peaks – those of 26,000 feet and over – are in a different category of difficulty from any lesser ones. The policy of gradualness breaks down, for the muscle tissues begin to deteriorate fairly rapidly and the climber’s resistance to cold, his fortitude in the face of wind and weather, are weakened. He tends to lose the promptings of appetite and thirst and he is denied the relaxation of normal sleep. In fact, from about 21,000 feet onwards, he really needs greatly to speed up the rate of his progress and employ ‘rush’ tactics. But this he cannot do. On the contrary, he is increasingly handicapped by the height as he climbs and his progress becomes painfully slow; the mental effort, like the physical, is infinitely greater. If this is true of easy ground, it is the more so when difficulties arise, even minor ones which would not deter a moderate performer at a lower height. A slight change of gradient may be a straw which will break the camel’s back. Considering that Everest is over 29,000 feet and that some 8,000 feet have to be climbed above this established level of successful acclimatization, one aspect of our problem, which also played an important part in defeating former expeditions, becomes clear. It would be very desirable, in order to minimize the factor of physical deterioration, to climb those 8,000 feet in a day, or at most two; but this is clearly quite out of the question. For so slowly does the climber move by his own unaided efforts, that four or five days would be required to get up, quite apart from the subsequent descent, and by about the fourth day at the latest, he would already be so weakened, mentally as well as physically, that he would be unlikely to have the strength or the determination for the last lap – just when he needs it most. This is what had happened before at about the 28,000-foot level.


But the problem is much more complex than this. These days above 21,000 feet involve the establishment of a number of high camps, and these in turn represent tents, sleeping-bags, mattresses, food, cooking equipment and fuel, as well as climbing gear. All this must be carried up, and because of the need to provide even a modicum of comfort and – more important – protection against the cold, some of this baggage is inevitably fairly heavy. The loads would be far beyond the capacity of those destined to climb to the top, who should be spared as much as possible for their mission; they must be carried up by others in a supporting rôle. Moreover, in order to keep the size and stocks of these high camps to a minimum, the baggage parties must be staggered in time; the loads must be shifted upwards over a period of days. This period in turn is likely to be protracted because the amount any man can carry at high altitude is so small. So climbing Everest takes a long time, not only because of the need to acclimatize slowly up to a certain point, but also because of the slowing down of the final effort by lack of oxygen.


And in the final stages particularly, the saving of time is vital, not only because of physical deterioration but also because of another factor, the most important of all – weather.


 


On all but the smallest mountains, or those on which no serious difficulties are met, the weather obviously plays a big part in mountaineering plans. It imposes a serious handicap on the climber’s ability to negotiate difficult ground; it slows his progress and exposes him to cold and wind. He may lose his way and stray on to even more difficult territory, and he may become benighted. The dangers of bad weather on a mountain need no further emphasis, and I mention them only to introduce their more deadly effect on the biggest mountains of all. The periods when weather conditions may be fair enough to permit a serious attempt on the summit of Everest are not only brief and few in any one year; they appear to be rare as assessed over a number of years. Throughout the winter, from November to March, a fierce gale blows fairly constantly from the north-west. It is strong – wind speeds of at least seventy to eighty knots are probable – and it is desperately cold. It scours the northern flanks of the range and deposits snow on the southern faces; and snow thus overlaid on the existing layer is usually unstable and dangerous, for it is apt to peel off in avalanches. During the winter this great westerly wind rules supreme in these high and lonely places. It is scarcely possible to climb a major Himalayan peak at this season, unless it be by some quite exceptionally protected and straightforward route.


In the early summer – it may be late May or the beginning of June, depending on the position of the mountain along the range – a countering element comes up from the south-east in the form of the monsoon. This warm, damp wind from the Bay of Bengal deposits heavy snow on the higher flanks of the mountain barrier; it is particularly intense in the south-east part of the Himalaya, on which it unleashes its force soon after reaching the head of the Bay, and it is in this area that Everest is situated. Monsoon conditions normally continue to prevail in this region until towards the end of September. Some climbing may be done during this period, but the difficulty of climbing all high peaks, particularly in the south-east Himalaya, is greatly increased by the handicaps and dangers of the deep new snow. The chance to get up Everest is probably limited to the gap, or lull, between the departure of the one Fury and the onset of the other; these lulls may occur in May and early October, that is, just before the monsoon sets in, and when it dies away. Nearly all attempts to climb Everest have been made in the pre-monsoon period, although the Swiss last year went back to the mountain in the autumn. While there is no conclusive evidence against it, this second period would seem to offer very small chance of success, for the heavy snow must first be swept off the mountain by the westerly wind, and this wind, when it reaches its full force, is beyond human endurance. Whichever the period, it is short. Indeed, there is no assurance of any lull occurring at all between winter conditions and the oncome of the monsoon. This situation was encountered by each of the Everest expeditions in 1936 and 1938.


 


These two factors, the altitude and the weather, tend separately and together to defeat the climber. The height weakens, slows him down; it forces him to spend days and nights in the course of his assault on the summit; the weather, besides adding to the demands on his energy and moral fortitude, conspires to deny him the time he needs to complete his mission. Whereas in lower mountains and on easy ground the weather may be no more than a handicap, in the high Himalaya it is decisive, regardless of terrain.


The deduction to be drawn from these two factors was clear enough. We must either so fortify ourselves that we could continue, without detriment, to live and have our being above the limit of natural acclimatization, or, better still, we must solve the problem of speed. It was desirable, in fact, that we should meet both these requirements and thus give to those chosen to attempt the summit and to their supporters some measure of insurance against the vagaries of the weather, for safety in mountain climbing is as much a matter of swiftness as of sureness of foot. Either or both could be achieved only by the administration of oxygen in sufficient quantities to make up for the deficiency in the air, and for the duration of the upward journey above the limit of successful acclimatization. In other words, oxygen may be looked upon as a height-reducer, producing conditions comparable with climbing on more familiar mountains.


This need for oxygen on Everest was no new problem; it had been well known for many years past, although all climbers had not admitted it was essential; some even considered it undesirable on ethical grounds. It had been used on the first expedition ever to make a serious attempt on the summit, by Finch and Bruce in 1922. But the equipment used hitherto had not brought climbers to within range of the summit in much better shape than others who had been climbing without it, owing to the small amount of oxygen provided for a given weight. This question of weight at great heights, unless more than compensated by the oxygen supply, is of capital importance. It would seem that all earlier equipment did comparatively little to reduce the effects of strain, fatigue and deterioration. Our problem was to produce apparatus markedly better in performance than this. The lighter the apparatus, provided always that it would enable the climber to continue for reasonably long periods without replenishing his oxygen supply, the faster we would be able to climb.


 


I now come to the purely physical obstacles along our route to the top, difficulties requiring a degree of mountain skill and experience to overcome. It is often said by those who do not know the mountain that Everest is, technically speaking, easy. While admitting that there are tougher climbing problems, I must stress that this is emphatically not the case. If I have reserved until last among the difficulties with which we were faced when preparing the expedition this matter of the physical make-up of our peak, it is partly to establish the topography freshly in mind, and partly also because, considerable as they were, the technical difficulties were enhanced and dominated by the two factors of altitude and weather.


But now let us examine the south-facing structure of Everest (see page 17). This illustration alone would probably give an adequate idea but for the matter of scale; we are very apt to judge the size of mountains by the yardstick of our own experience, and for those who are not familiar with the Himalaya, and at close range, it would be easy to fail to grasp their hugeness from a picture, as indeed those do who first see them in actuality.


Everest is one of a group of three great peaks standing astride the Nepal–Tibet frontier. Between them on the western side they embrace a hidden valley which is a wonder of mountain architecture – a high-level glen whose floor slopes gently from about 22,000 feet to 19,000 feet, in a westerly direction. When Mallory saw it during the first reconnaissance of Everest in 1921, he named it the ‘Western Cwm’, doubtless from affection for his Welsh climbing haunts. At its head stands the centre-piece of the trinity, the great rock peak of Lhotse, over 27,000 feet, whose west face falls steeply to the head of this valley, effectively blocking the upper exit. Looking up the Western Cwm, Everest is on the left, its west ridge forming the north enclosing wall. On the opposite side is Nuptse, a ridge rather than a mountain, whose sharp and jagged crest, taking its origin from the southern battlements of Lhotse, runs for over two miles at a constant elevation of over 25,000 feet. Thus contained between Everest and Nuptse, barred by the face of Lhotse, this astonishing freak of nature leads the climber to the very foot of the mountain; it is the focal point of ascent from the south.


But the Cwm has first to be entered, and its threshold is well guarded. Its floor is lined with a layer of ice, probably some hundreds of feet in thickness. This, the origin of the Khumbu glacier, after pursuing a fairly gentle course for at least three miles, spills abruptly down an immense step, over 2,000 feet in height. Then, having dropped to about 18,000 feet, the Khumbu glacier makes a left-handed swing through an angle of ninety degrees and, levelling out, flows gradually to its snout, some eight miles downstream. This step or icefall forms the exit to the Western Cwm; it presents a formidable problem to the mountaineer bent on attaining the Cwm and beyond. An icefall is a frozen cascade of ice, often on a gigantic scale. The Khumbu Icefall is indeed a monster of the species. Moving over the steep underlying bed of rock, the surface of the glacier becomes split and tortured into a maze of chasms of tottering and fallen blocks of ice. It is in a constant state of activity and change, for Himalayan ice movement is generally much more marked than, for example, in our European Alps. Crevasses appear on a hitherto smooth surface overnight. They widen or close with startling suddenness. Great masses of ice, many tons in weight, are at one moment of time poised precariously above the void; at the next they crash downwards, obliterating all in their path, bestrewing the slopes with huge boulders of ice. Despite the fact that it had been forced by Shipton’s party in 1951 and twice by the Swiss last year, here was clearly a most serious obstacle, whose character could be expected to have changed beyond recognition by the time we reached it in 1953.
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Now let us advance in imagination to the head of the Western Cwm, to look briefly at the west face of Lhotse, for this is the barrier which must be surmounted to arrive at the foot of the final pyramid. Our immediate objective is the saddle or depression between Lhotse and Everest, which we have come to know as the South Col. To reach it we must climb the steep slopes of ice and snow falling from the Col and Lhotse over a vertical distance of some 4,000 feet. It seemed to us that here lay the crux of the ascent of Everest. The South Col is at a height of 26,000 feet; no less than 3,000 feet remain to be climbed even after attaining this quite exceptional altitude – little below that of Annapurna, which until this year was the highest summit reached by man. Not only would it be a most strenuous and difficult undertaking to reach the Col; it would be necessary for considerable numbers of us to do so, carrying a large quantity of stores and equipment to enable the final assault to be launched with adequate support. It was on this section of the route that the Swiss, magnificent though their effort had been, foundered. Admitted that Tenzing and Lambert went so high above the South Col, they had behind them inadequate backing for their wonderful effort. It was the problem of providing this backing, in terms of equipment, stores and fit climbers in support on the South Col of Everest, which would be our particular concern for the months ahead of us.


Let us pursue our flight of fancy still further and arrive at the South Col, possessed of the knowledge which was ours last autumn in the light of the Swiss spring expedition, and study the upper part of the mountain. To reach the top the climber must set foot on and follow the South-East ridge which runs down from the summit to, or towards the South Col, passing on its way over a minor eminence known as the South Peak, over 28,700 feet in height. As we then understood it, this ridge would present no mountaineering difficulty as far as the South Peak; the riddle on this final section was what lay beyond, between the two summits. It could not be seen from the Col, so the Swiss had been unable to throw light on the problem. From air photographs in our possession we had the impression of a narrow crest of snow or ice, leaning ominously in heavy eaves of snow over the eastern precipice, these cornices being formed by the prevailing westerly wind. Indeed, the utmost point itself appeared, at the time these pictures were taken, to stand at the crest of one such monster cornice, overhanging perhaps by as much as twenty-five feet. Even in those days last autumn, we realized that this was, to say the least of it, a worthy finish to the climb, and we may some of us have nursed an unspoken resentment that Everest should have reserved this last glacis for those who had dared thus far. It was obvious that to tread the 500 yards and 400 vertical feet dividing the South Peak from the peak of Everest would demand a clear and undistracted mind, as well as a reserve of strength, in particular because the return journey as far as the lower summit would tax the climber almost as much as the ascent. How could we ensure for our eventual summit climbers these essential powers? This was indeed the supreme question to whose solution the whole of our planning was ultimately directed.


Here then, in very general terms, were the three big factors comprising the problem of Everest, those of altitude, weather and terrain. It was in a careful study of these, and their effect on successive expeditions through the years, that our preparatory planning and eventually the operational plan itself, had their source. We were greatly inspired by the fact that many of the difficulties arising from these factors had already been mastered by others before us; but we were also aware that we should have to face up to them again in our turn, probably in altered circumstances and possibly in more difficult conditions. Finally, we knew that in order to reach the top we must somehow avoid the situation arrived at hitherto by even the most skilled and determined of our predecessors, when two, or sometimes only one man, had struggled upwards to within 1,000 feet of the goal, with insufficient reserves to reach it – or at any rate to arrive there and return to join their friends.


To enter once more into the realm of romance, we had to pass beyond that enchanted barrier, dispersing beforehand any spell by which the mountain might hold the trespasser hostage for ever in its icy grip.
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Preparations: One


Organizing a major expedition, whether it be to the Himalaya, the polar regions or darkest Africa, is a formidable business. I have experience only of the first of these undertakings, but I can now sympathize deeply with those who have the cares of planning and preparing missions in other realms of adventure or research. Imagine that you are charged with the task of fulfilling, in company with others, a long and exceptionally arduous task, in some remote and uninhabited corner of the earth’s surface, where climatic conditions are extreme. The success of your mission depends primarily on the human factor, on the joint efforts of every man in your team, and failure – moral or physical – by even one or two of these would add immensely to its difficulties. You have the responsibility of seeking and selecting these men, in whom you are looking for a happy combination of qualities which are difficult to reconcile. You will not be able, in most cases at any rate, to test these qualities, at least in conditions comparable with those which will confront you – it is unlikely that you will even be acquainted with most of them beforehand. You have to ensure that the party is suitably clothed and equipped to carry out its job in the especially rigorous conditions, and that it takes with it all the tools it is likely to require for the job, bearing in mind that communications will be so extended, slow and difficult that you must be entirely self-contained for the duration of your mission. Some of this equipment is highly specialized, and difficult questions of design and quantities have to be decided. Provisions have to be calculated for the whole period of your absence from civilization and they must be carefully chosen; a diet must be established suitable to the climate and the nature of the work. All these numerous items of equipment and food must be ordered, many of them only after thorough testing in conditions as nearly as possible approximating to those likely to be met. Arrangements must be made for packing, cataloguing and moving them, as well as the party, to the starting-point in a distant land, and from that point onwards by more primitive transport to the area of operations. Last but by no means least of these manifold headaches, and governing the whole enterprise, is the problem of financing it; it is your job to calculate the costs. To complete this picture, suppose that you are given a bare minimum of time to launch the expedition and that you take it on with the ever-present possibility of its being cancelled when the preparations are well under way. You also realize that it will be necessary for you to make provision for a second expedition to carry on in the event of failure. In such a predicament you would, I fancy, be inclined to think that you were faced with as tough an assignment as any you had ever undertaken or were ever likely to in the future.


This, at any rate, was my impression when on 11th September, 1952, I received a telegram inviting me to take on the leadership of the British Expedition to Mount Everest in the spring of 1953. At that moment I was heavily involved with the final preparations for Allied manoeuvres in Germany and knew that I could not be made available for another month at the earliest. I experienced excitement and apprehension in more or less equal proportions. Let me hasten to reassure you, however, that the situation was not as bad as I feared.


Ever since the first expedition to explore Everest was conceived in 1919, these enterprises have been sponsored, financed and encouraged by a Committee formed jointly by the Alpine Club – the doyen of mountaineering societies – and the Royal Geographical Society, one of whose main functions is to foster exploration. This Committee had been helping to prepare for the forthcoming expedition since 1951. The 1951 Reconnaissance of Everest and the training expedition to Cho Oyu last year were designed to lead up to a full-scale attempt to climb the mountain in 1953, in the event of the Swiss failing to do so. There was, therefore, a degree of continuity in the matter of over-all direction. One of the principal tasks of the Joint Himalayan Committee, in addition to those of conceiving the idea of an Everest expedition, seeking political sanction, deciding matters of policy in preparations, is to finance it. Only those who have had this care can fully appreciate the work and anxiety of raising very substantial funds for an enterprise of this nature, coloured as it inevitably is in the mind of the public by a succession of failures, with no financial security other than the pockets of the Committee members themselves. I cannot adequately express my personal debt to its members, especially to B. R. Goodfellow, its Honorary Secretary, and L. P. Kirwan, Director of the Royal Geographical Society, for their support. A number of organizations and individuals contributed to the finances of the expedition, and in particular The Times newspaper, which had given valuable backing to earlier expeditions also. The Medical Research Council had set up a High-Altitude Committee, as it had before earlier expeditions, to advise on equipment and diet; a physiologist from this body, Dr L. G. C. Pugh, had accompanied Shipton to the Himalaya in 1952 and had prepared a report from which a number of useful lessons could be learned. Eric Shipton himself had already started to lay down the foundations for planning and was available to give advice from his immense fund of Himalayan experience. An organizing secretary had been appointed and was busy with tentative contacts concerning equipment. In fact, on my return to London from Germany to start work on Everest, a good deal of preliminary work was in progress (see Appendix II, Preparations for the Everest Expedition, 1953: Organization).


But it was evident that a very great deal more remained to be done in a very short time and that more willing and experienced helpers must be enlisted before a full and adequate machinery could be set in motion to launch us. These helpers should, as far as possible, be the eventual members of the expedition themselves. They would have a very personal interest in the preparations, since they would later be taking part in the venture. One of the most urgent needs, then, was to choose the party. Here again some groundwork had already been done. There were the members of the 1951 Reconnaissance and of the Cho Oyu Expedition, with their special advantages of recent experience in the area of Everest: other private expeditions had visited the Himalaya from this country since the war: the various mountaineering clubs had been invited to make recommendations from among their members and long lists of candidates were available; many of these had Alpine experience and a few had made climbs of outstanding merit in the Alps in the past few years. In addition, numerous offers to join the expedition were coming in from all over the country, some of them with slender qualifications, but all fired by the pure spirit of adventure. Indeed, there was an embarrassingly large field from which to choose.
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