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A Note to the Reader


This is a book about a period of time, not so long ago, when significant portions of the Earth were still cloaked in mystery. Long before the invention of the internet or cell phone technology, it was also an age when real-life heroes went about their work far from the glare of the twenty-four-hour news cycle, and were often cut off from the rest of the world for weeks, if not months, at a time.


The individuals who populate this story were a complicated lot. Some were principled, steadfast, and tenacious. Others were devious and cowardly. A handful were brilliant, others foolhardy. Like you, however, most of them were avid readers. On the highest mountains on the planet, where every additional ounce might determine the difference between victory and defeat, they brought along dog-eared copies of Wuthering Heights, Pride and Prejudice, and The Oxford Book of Greek Verse in their rucksacks. Two thousand feet below the summit of Mount Everest, inside a tiny tent pitched along a murderous ridge, a British climber named Eric Shipton tried to read, by flickering candlelight, Thorton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey, a novel which questioned the meaning of life in the face of the sudden and deadly collapse of an ancient rope bridge in eighteenth century Peru.


Many people believed that mountain climbers, as a whole, were mad.


Some undoubtedly were.


One dark, drizzly evening, while I was doing research for this book, I found myself walking along the back streets of Darjeeling, a mystical hill town perched along the edge of the eastern Himalayas. With the help of a local guide, I was trying to locate the former home of a legendary Sherpa, named Angtsering, who had worked on mountaineering expeditions back in the 1930s. While the old man was deceased, I had heard that his daughters still had a box of his climbing paraphernalia. Such materials, I’d reasoned, might help me to tell the story of the forgotten men and women who, decades earlier, had set out to climb the highest and deadliest mountains on Earth.


Finally, the guide and I found the house, a low-slung affair, painted a bright aqua with red gutters and windows trimmed in white. His elderly daughters met us at the door, dressed in long, coatlike sweaters and floor-length, patterned dresses. Clearly nervous, and uncertain of exactly what we wanted, they nevertheless invited us in and out of the rain. But as soon as the conversation turned to their father, their eyes brightened, cups of hot tea suddenly materialized, and from a battered wooden box came out old photographs and copper medals and newspaper clippings yellowed with time. Sitting in the sisters’ snug living room, for a couple of brief, magical hours we were transported to another age, a time when awe and wonder lived on mountaintops, and the world was still fresh and new. I hope you will find some of that in these pages as well.




The Last Place on Earth


During the darkening decade of the 1930s, as the winds of war began to gather in the chanceries and defense ministries of central Europe and the Far East, and dictators began to trace lines on maps with their fingers, there was a race like no other. It had no fixed starting point, no single finish line, no referees, and no written rules. And while it would ultimately involve men and women from ten nations, capture front-page headlines around the globe, and claim dozens of lives, its most remarkable feature was that this was a race to a place that no human being had ever been before.


In truth, there weren’t many such places left.


For the world had already grown perilously small. The North and South Poles had already been conquered. Explorers and scientists, armed with quinine, Colt .32-caliber automatic pistols, and gabardine jackets from Abercrombie & Fitch, had hacked their way into the highlands of New Guinea, uncovered a lost city in Peru, and gazed with awe and wonder upon Alaska’s Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes. A Frenchman had driven a modified Citröen automobile two thousand miles across the Sahara Desert, while a sixteen-year-old ranch hand in New Mexico, mistaking a plume of bats for a funnel of smoke, discovered the most magnificent cave system on Earth.


Even former President Teddy Roosevelt, overweight and nursing an infected leg, had, in 1913 and 1914, ridden a dugout canoe hundreds of miles down the piranha-infested Rio da Dúvida—the River of Doubt—into the far reaches of the Amazon basin. And one long day in June 1928, a former Kansas tomboy turned Cosmopolitan editor had flown in a Fokker Trimotor from Newfoundland to Wales, becoming the first woman to cross the Atlantic in an airplane. When she returned home to the United States, Amelia Earhart was given a ticker-tape parade on Broadway and a private audience with President Coolidge in the White House. Even the remotest island in the vast Pacific Ocean had, at one time or another, felt the scrape of a boat keel against its shoreline. There was no place on earth, it seemed, that was beyond the reach of humankind.


Except for one.


Stretching for more than two thousand miles from the Hindu Kush of eastern Afghanistan to the far reaches of western China, the Himalayas are the tallest and mightiest mountain range on the planet. But the tops of its highest peaks, some fourteen in number, all of which stand more than eight thousand meters, or 26,246 feet, high, had never felt the weight of a human being. Mount Everest, of course, was the best known, but the others, like K2, Annapurna, and Kangchenjunga, were equally majestic and foreboding. The southern face of Nanga Parbat, along the edge of Kashmir, shot up nearly ten thousand vertical feet—roughly the height of ten Empire State Buildings stacked end to end. Twice as high as the Alps or the Rockies, these were true geographical monsters, behemoths of rock and ice so large that they created their own weather systems.


Here was a landform so vast and impenetrable that it had altered the very course of human history, keeping Hinduism out of China, Genghis Khan out of India, and turning the fabled Silk Road to the north, bringing spices and Chinese silks to ancient Greece, and Roman coins and sturdy Russian ponies to the imperial court of the Han dynasty. But despite centuries of off-and-on exploration, from the wanderings of Marco Polo to the Great Trigonometrical Survey, the Himalayas had not given up her secrets easily. By the closing years of the nineteenth century, much of the range had still not been adequately mapped, and not a single one of its highest peaks had been climbed. Subsequent efforts, in the first decades of the twentieth century, to climb to the top of Everest, Kangchenjunga, K2, and Annapurna, all ended in failure. The roof of the world was still untouched.


By the beginning of the 1930s, however, enough had been learned about the extreme challenges that the Himalayas posed that a new generation of mountain climbers, armed with new ideas, new equipment, and new techniques, concluded that the summits of the world’s highest mountains were, in fact, within reach. So they decided to find out.


The men—and women—who tried to do so aren’t household names today. Indeed, many of them had been considered to be failures during their lifetimes, misfits and odd ducks who never settled down, never got real jobs, never joined the ranks of everyday society. Some had spent their twenties bumming about the Alps with baguettes and Baedekers in their rucksacks, climbing vertical granite spires in shorts and street shoes—and they are the spiritual ancestors of today’s dirtbag rock climbers and rope bums. Others were accomplished professionals who, despite the pressures of their careers, found ways to keep climbing as a part of their lives. Altogether, they encompassed cockeyed dreamers and sober realists, college graduates and illiterates, pacifists and combat veterans, a beekeeper, a large number of physicians, a Wyoming cowboy, and a New York playboy.


By contemporary standards, the equipment they used was shockingly primitive. Today, the climbers who queue up to climb Mount Everest are armed with personal avalanche beacons, real-time satellite weather reports, carbon-steel ice tools, and state-of-the-art oxygen systems. They pull on thousand-dollar insulated boots with silicone soles and moisture-wicking uppers, and they sleep in laboratory-rated down-filled sleeping bags on closed-cell foam pads. And while the specter of death still haunts the great peaks of the Himalayas—witness the long lines of climbers hoping to summit Everest, a tragedy waiting to happen—twenty-first-century climbers can monitor their pulse rates on their Apple Watches, and fuel their bodies with energy bars and isotonic sports gels. After the climbing is done, they can download YouTube videos of themselves that they shot with GoPro cameras on the summit, and post them on Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat.


The climbers of the Great Race had none of these things.


They wore cotton parkas and scratchy woolen sweaters, and they climbed five miles into the sky wearing leather hobnailed boots while carrying wood-handled ice axes and heavy coils of manila rope. They slept in drafty canvas tents and tried to cook their meals on fickle kerosene-fueled stoves. They drank brandy and smoked cigarettes, read Doestoevsky and Dickens at 24,000 feet, and they gutted out restless nights only to discover, in the dim light of dawn, that a foot of snow had sifted on top of their sleeping bags during the night. They had virtually no decent maps, few detailed photographs, and little idea as to what lay above them.


Except, of course, for the possibility of their own demise.


For these were killer mountains. Here were avalanches so massive that blocks of ice the size of two-story houses could suddenly come crashing down. Rockfall was a near constant danger, while weakened cornices and unstable wind slab were far from uncommon. On the great peaks of the Himalayas there were murderous winds and blinding whiteouts, while temperatures could plunge downward toward life-threatening levels in a matter of minutes. And while no one in the 1930s fully understood this yet, once climbers reached a certain altitude, their bodies began to break down. On the roof of the world, death was never far.


Today that is still true. For despite the advancements in climbing equipment over the past three-quarters of a century, fatalities are far from uncommon on the highest mountains on earth. According to one estimate, one out of every four climbers trying to summit K2 has died. On Annapurna, the number is one in three. On Everest, so many bodies of climbers remain on the upper reaches that they are used as route markers.


There are new dangers as well, especially in the Karakoram, the westernmost of the great Himalayan ranges. On the morning of June 22, 2013, a group of sixteen armed militants, shouting “God is great,” ambushed a group of Chinese, American, and European climbers at their base camp on Nanga Parbat. Chen Honglu, a climber with dual American and Chinese citizenship, tackled one of the militants as they entered camp. He was killed immediately. The other climbers had their hands tied and, according to a Pakistani who survived the ambush, were told to turn their faces away. Then they were shot to death.


Afterwards, the killers had breakfast.


Viewed from today’s perspective, the Himalayan climbers of the 1930s have a David-versus-Goliath quality about them, and rightly so. But that is not the whole of their story. Because these forgotten mountaineers didn’t just push the limits of what the human body could endure, and extend the reach of humankind to the very edge of the sky. In their triumphs and in their failures, they also stirred the aspirations and imaginations of millions of ordinary citizens.


In its heart center, the saga of the Great Himalayan Race is a story about dreamers and dreams, hard work and determination, and of never, ever giving up. For as they scraped up against the stars, these overlooked heroes remind us of what mere human beings, armed with courage, tenacity, training, experience, and resolve, can accomplish in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. In an age of pessimism and division, their story is one of teamwork and common purpose, lofty goals and earthbound solutions. But theirs is also a story of good and evil, of treachery and heroism, and a world changing beneath their feet—all to the incessant drumbeat of the approach of the most destructive war in human history.


This is a book about mountains.


But it is also a book about the men and women who dared to match them.


It begins in London on a late spring morning.





Book One 


Fifteen minutes of dicey, fatiguing crampon work brought me safely to the bottom of the incline, where I easily located my pack, and another ten minutes after that I was in camp myself. I lunged into my tent with my crampons still on, zipped the door tight, and sprawled across the frost-covered floor too tired to even sit upright. For the first time I had a sense of how wasted I really was: I was more exhausted than I’d ever been in my life. But I was safe. Andy was safe. The others would be coming into camp soon. We’d fucking done it. We’d climbed Everest. It had been a little sketchy there for a while, but in the end everything had turned out great.


It would be many hours before I learned that everything had not in fact turned out great—that nineteen men and women were stranded up on the mountain by the storm, caught in a desperate struggle for their lives.


—Jon Krakauer, Into Thin Air


Describing events on 


Mount Everest, May 10, 1996




CHAPTER ONE


Ice Axes and Dinner Jackets


Rain had hammered London off and on all week long.


It drummed the soot off the windows of the Houses of Parliament and soaked through the leather-soled shoes worn by shop clerks and secretaries hustling to work on the wet sidewalks. Along Oxford Street, the double-deckers lumbered back and forth like giant mechanical bugs, with their windshield wipers keeping a steady three-two time, while over at Regent’s Park, the zookeepers once again had to leave the artificial sunlamps switched on in the nearly deserted aviaries. Even the pickpockets at Piccadilly Circus drifted away, looking for more promising territory somewhere indoors. But finally, on Monday morning, May 25, 1931, the sun reappeared, drying the pavement, opening windows in both gloomy flats and posh townhouses, and flooding the whispering gallery at St. Paul’s with shafts of golden sunlight. Overnight, despite the exhaust and all the rank and pungent smells of the world’s second-largest metropolis, the air suddenly seemed different. Summer, it appeared, would be coming to London this year after all.


One of the articles in the Times that morning was what the newspaper’s composition editors in their offices on Queen Victoria Street, bent over their page mock-ups the night before, would have generously called filler—short news items that found their way into print largely because they perfectly fit into an otherwise blank bit of space left over after the most important articles were laid out. The particular item in question, buried on page 9, was a three-paragraph story titled “Kanchenjunga.”


The gist of the article was that on that very day in Munich, a group of nine German and Austrian mountain climbers would be leaving for India, where they hoped to climb, for the first time ever, to the top of the third-highest mountain on earth. “The novel feature of this new venture,” the unsigned story read, “is that the attempt to ascend Kanchenjunga will be made in August-September, that is, during the monsoon.” The brief news item concluded by adding that “dispatches describing the establishment of camps and ice caves up the spurs of Kanchenjunga and the assault on the summit will appear in the Times.”


Few Londoners, of course, even saw the story. Most of the city’s other newspapers ignored it, as did the news presenters at the BBC. And even for those readers of the Times who paused long enough to give it a quick glance over a piece of toast and a cup of tea in the kitchen, or those crammed shoulder to shoulder in the Tube on their morning commute, a brief dispatch about what a group of German mountain climbers were hoping to accomplish would have caused barely a ripple. Even for those-in-the-know, namely, readers who possessed at least a smattering of knowledge about mountaineering, the undated story in the Times wouldn’t have elicited much more than a few throat clearings or stifled yawns.


And for good reason.


Because for nearly a century, the English had dominated the world of mountaineering. Though they hailed from an island nation where the highest point, a thirty-two-hundred-foot rounded bump in the Lake District called Scafell Pike, could be walked up and down on an October afternoon, mountain climbers from England were widely regarded as the world’s finest, a globe-trotting race of determined daredevils who, if they didn’t invent mountaineering, at least ushered it into the modern age. During one frantic decade back in the 1850s and 1860s, when thirty-six formidable peaks in the Alps were successfully climbed for the first time, British mountaineers were responsible for thirty-one. It was an Englishman, and not a Swiss or a German or an Italian, who was the first to stand on the summit of the Matterhorn. And while other nations also produced feats of climbing excellence, none could match the overall record laid down by the British.


Nor was that all. British climbers were the first to regularly use ice axes, the sturdy T-shaped tools with a spike at the bottom and a pick and adze at the top, that would come to symbolize mountaineering. It was a London rope-maker who manufactured the world’s first mountaineering rope, and it was climbers from Great Britain who designed the first expedition tents. In an age where most of the world’s population either lived far from mountains or avoided them altogether, Oxford and Cambridge men, dressed in High Street woolens and lugging tins of tea from Fortnum & Mason in their rucksacks, could be regularly found scrambling along some ice-choked ridge in the middle of nowhere, miles from the nearest human settlement. Whether or not mad dogs and Englishmen could stay out of the noonday sun was debatable. But Englishmen—and Englishwomen—simply couldn’t keep out of the hills.


The spiritual home of all of this activity, however, was neither in the Alps nor the Lake District, Ben Nevis nor Mount Snowdon. Instead it could be found in an elegantly understated eighteenth-century London townhouse at No. 23 Savile Row, perched along the eastern edge of Mayfair. The Alpine Club, which occupied the building’s second and third floors, was not simply the oldest mountaineering society on earth. It was also one of the most exclusive organizations in all of Great Britain. But what distinguished the club wasn’t merely that its members were the products of proper, upper-class breeding, many with home addresses in Belgravia and strings of honorifics following their names. There were plenty of clubs in London that boasted similarly exclusive rosters.


Rather, the members of the Alpine Club had also inched their way up vertigo-inducing granite walls in Chamonix, battled bandits and howling winds in the Caucasus, and willed themselves to the top of some icy, unnamed summit in the Andes, their food gone and their fingers turning blue. Admission to the Alpine Club was strictly determined by its members, and while a select few hardy outsiders were roundly and enthusiastically welcomed at black-tie dinners and other club functions, full membership could not be bought. It could only be earned, the hard way, on some of the most dangerous terrain on earth.


But there was something else that bound the few hundred members of the Alpine Club together, and that was an approach to life that went beyond a comfortable bank balance, a respectable wife and obedient children, and whisky and cigars in the bar at Claridge’s. Some had drunk deeply from the mystical wellsprings of Romanticism, with its exultation of both nature and the individual, and its parade of heroes, like Lord Byron and Shelley, who found fulfillment far from London’s madding crowds. Others drew inspiration from national heroes old and new, from Shakespeare’s Henry V going “once more unto the breach,” from Lord Nelson turning the tide of battle at Trafalgar, or from George Gordon, the hero of Khartoum, calmly facing the razor-sharp scimitars of 50,000 Dervish troops. Many members of the Alpine Club found the mountains to be an intoxicant like no other, a place where every facet of one’s being—physical, mental, and spiritual—was stretched to the limit.


But all of them believed, in one way or another, that life was to be lived. And for Great Britain’s globe-trotting mountain climbers, be it for King and Country or just for themselves, that meant testing themselves against the most daunting peaks on the planet. And once you had done so—overcoming the terror that kept your feet and hands from moving along an ice-pocked ridge hundreds of yards above what could easily become your very own rock-strewn grave, or surviving a whiteout blizzard at 14,000 feet—you were changed forever. And when the climbing years were done, you rekindled those feelings with other members of your tribe over truite meunière, pommes parisienne, and bottles of Pouilly-Fuissé at the annual Alpine Club dinners.


Or, at least, those who returned did.


Because the mortal dangers in mountain climbing were far from hypothetical. On the very first ascent of the Matterhorn, three British climbers and one French alpine guide fell to their deaths when the youngest member of their party slipped and a rope broke. In the decades that followed, dozens of others also perished from loose rock and unstable footing, sudden falls and bad luck. Henry Fox, an experienced climber and early Alpine Club star, disappeared in the Caucasus Mountains, while Alfred Mummery, perhaps the greatest British climber of his era, was crushed to death in an avalanche in 1895. Humphrey Owen Jones and Muriel Gwendolyn Edwards died, on their honeymoon, when their guide stumbled and yanked them off a small peak near Mont Blanc. And on June 8, 1924, George Mallory and Sandy Irvine set off to try and reach the summit of Mount Everest—never to be seen again.


That last one stung. A lot.


For not only was Mallory a beloved member of the Alpine Club, but he was a vibrant, pulsating life force all his own. Charming, funny, and wildly handsome, he caused more than a few women, and a handful of men, to literally swoon. “Heavens!” wrote the English poet Lytton Strachey of Mallory, “he’s six foot high, with the body of Praxiteles, and a face—of incredible—the mystery of Botticelli, the refinement and delicacy of a Chinese print.” An occasional interloper among the Bloomsbury Set, the London-based cluster of writers and artists who cocked their eyebrows at conventional society, Mallory was also a part-time lecturer at Cambridge. But his true calling was mountaineering. Not only did he play a leading role in three Everest expeditions, but it was Mallory who, when asked why he sought to climb the world’s highest peak, came up with the answer used by climbers ever since: “Because it’s there.” Fearless, self-effacing, and possessing a suitably upper-class background, he was a model representative of British mountaineering.


But Mallory’s death also struck a chord deep in the nation’s soul. For some, he called to mind another fallen hero, polar explorer Robert Falcon Scott, and his star-crossed attempt to reach the South Pole some twelve years earlier. For others, Mallory and Irvine reminded them of their own brothers and sons and husbands whose lives had been cut short in the Great War. And while newspapermen, Anglican priests, and school headmasters penned encomiums to the two deceased climbers, it was the memorial service held in London in their honor that revealed the true measure of their worth. For among the hundreds of mourners who filled the sanctuary of St. Paul’s on that crisp October Monday was no less than His Majesty, King George V. Never before had any mountain climber—anytime, anywhere—received such attention.


At No. 23 Savile Row, meanwhile, it did not take long for wheels to start turning. For while the loss of Mallory and Irvine was deeply felt, the real question was: When could the next Everest expedition be mounted? Within days of the memorial service at St. Paul’s, Alpine Club speakers were dispatched across the countryside to drum up public support for such an undertaking. But an even bigger opportunity cropped up later that year—and with it, an even bigger set of problems. To help finance Mallory’s final expedition, arrangements had been made with an ex-soldier and adventurer with the formidable name of John Baptist Lucius Noel to make a documentary film about the 1924 Everest expedition. The plan, of course, had been that the motion picture would triumphantly document the first successful scaling of the mountain. But when the expedition failed, and Mallory and Irvine disappeared, expectations for the film were dashed.


Undeterred, Noel instead created an extravaganza. When The Epic of Everest premiered in London in 1924, two weeks before Christmas, the filmmaker and impresario had transformed the Scala Theatre near Bedford Square into a miniature Tibet, complete with dazzling hand-painted backdrops of the Himalayas and a mesmerizing live performance by seven Tibetan monks, who danced and chanted to the raucous accompaniment of trumpets, cymbals, bells, and drums, the latter played with drumsticks made from human thigh bones. And the film itself, with some scenes shot at as high as 23,000 feet, was absolutely mesmerizing. No one had ever seen anything like it. Noel’s gambit paid off. The Epic of Everest was a box-office smash, one that played to packed houses in Great Britain, Germany, the United States, and Canada.


But not in Tibet.


In Lhasa, the conservative religious authorities were outraged, both by the dancing monks and by scenes in the film that depicted the Tibetan people as childish, dirty, and lice-ridden. In response, they cut off all access to Everest. No British mountain climbers would be allowed near the mountain in 1925. When a request was formulated one year later to allow for a new expedition to Mount Everest, the British diplomatic officer in Lhasa didn’t even bother to forward it to the Tibetan authorities. Instead of a triumph, The Epic of Everest turned out to be a disaster. The climbers at the Alpine Club would just have to sit tight until, hopefully, the government in Tibet cooled off, and the door to Everest swung open once again.


For five years, they waited.


The rains returned in September.


The London summer of 1931 had been balmy and blustery. An earthquake off Dogger Bank had rattled teacups as far north as Manchester and sent dogs scurrying beneath beds in Birmingham. Gandhi arrived in London on September 12, 1931, to attend the Second Indian Round-Table Conference, only to be pointedly told to call off civil disobedience protests against the Raj. The next day, a British airplane, powered by twin Rolls Royce engines, won the annual Schneider Trophy for the second year in a row, logging a world-record speed of more than 340 miles per hour. And in London, the English composer Edward Elgar and the London Philharmonic celebrated the opening of a brand-new recording studio in a century-old mansion located at No. 3 Abbey Road.


Over on Savile Row, however, autumn delivered a much different kind of tidings. At the Alpine Club, members were transfixed by a series of sensational firsthand reports published in the Times about the German expedition to Kangchenjunga. On September 26, the newspaper reported that the climbers from Munich had fought their way above 23,000 feet on what was then believed to be the second highest mountain on the planet. “The greatest technical and other difficulties are behind us,” wrote the leader of the expedition. “A strong body of six climbers and four porters with a fortnight’s provisions are ready in the highest camps to attack the summit of Kanchenjunga.”


The news struck like a hammer. While the London climbing establishment was stuck in a kind of purgatory, waiting to see if they’d eventually get another crack at Everest, a group of German mountaineers had placed themselves into position to be the first humans—ever—to climb to the top of one of the great Himalayan giants. In their own similar quest, the British now had company. What they did not yet realize was just how truly formidable that company was.




CHAPTER TWO


A Wind from the East


They came home by the thousands. 


Some walked, others nicked rides in lorries or in the wooden beds of horse-drawn hay wagons. But most traveled by rail. You could see them, crowded into boxcars and filling the passenger carriages, or standing, shoulder to shoulder, in the graylit terminals in the big cities, or lining the platforms of the train stations in the little country towns. Some, missing a foot or an entire leg, were on crutches. Others, their faces half-wrapped in gauze bandages, were now blind. Most were scarred, many carried bits of shrapnel inside them, and few would ever sleep soundly again. But all through the spring and summer of 1919 they came, wave after wave, rattling across the great iron bridges that spanned the Rhine, or trudging along dirt roads, the dappled sunlight falling across their now threadbare, blue-gray uniforms. The proud Imperial German Army that had gone off to fight for the Fatherland in the heady autumn of 1914 now returned home—ill, hungry, and broken.


And with them, like a blight, came a blackened harvest of alienation and resentment. You could see it in the haunted faces of the men who lingered in unemployment offices and darkened the corners of penny-a-dance bars, or stood on street corners in Berlin and Düsseldorf rattling coins in a tin cup. One could hear it in the awkward silences that invaded the bedroom and hovered over the dinner table, or glimpse it in an empty pew at the neighborhood church. For these were men who no longer fit into their old prewar skins, men for whom too many of the old truths had died in the stench and mud of the trenches. Their old world, with its pomp and ceremony and banners snapping in the wind, was, like their youth, gone forever.


The last of the German soldiers to return home were the former POWs. Loaded onto troop trains and channel barges, they had been taken, under guard, to prisoner-of-war camps as far away as Scotland and the Isle of Man, where they built roads, harvested crops, busted rock at quarries, and manufactured bricks and cement. Not released until more than a year after the fighting had stopped, they received no parades or official thank-you delegations when they finally made their way back to Germany. Instead, they were the last of the walking dead, the final human bill for the shattered dreams of 1914.


Among them was a shadow named Paul Bauer.


In later years, he would deliver speeches in packed lecture halls, after which his admirers, young and old, would refer to him deferentially as Herr Bauer and seek his precise and controlled signature in their copies of his books. Film crews would follow him and, once, beneath a blood-orange California sun, his name would shimmer in Olympic glory. But Paul Bauer was also a magician and an image maker, one who kept a tight rein on his private life, revealing little of his background and hiding his defeats in tight-lipped silence. Nevertheless, bits and pieces can be pried loose from old records and long-buried documents. And unlike the carefully managed profile that he presented to the world, Bauer lived a life where triumph was tainted by shadow.


Originally from Kusel, a drowsy Palatine market town not far from the French border, Bauer had been on a bicycle trip in northern Italy during the fateful summer of 1914. Nearing Lake Constance, along the Swiss border, on the way back home, he’d noticed the official placards, hastily pasted onto telephone poles and post office walls, announcing a stunning succession of events—the murder of the Archduke Ferdinand, Austria declaring war on Serbia, Russian mobilization, French mobilization, the threat of imminent hostilities. When the war finally came, Bauer enlisted in the 18th Bavarian Infantry Regiment and was quickly delivered to the Western Front. Three months later, near the Ypres Canal in Belgium, he was wounded by shrapnel. He spent his eighteenth birthday in a hospital bed.


We know that his unit, with Bauer back in the ranks, later fought in the Battle of the Somme in 1916, where nearly a half million Englishmen fell like autumn leaves, and the heat from artillery barrages was so intense that it turned tree trunks into charcoal. Bauer’s regiment was “one of the best German units,” wrote an American intelligence officer. “It always fought well, showing great energy in the offensive and preserving a great tenacity in the defensive.” And for two and a half years, the 18th fought a brutal and unrelenting seesaw campaign against the British. Hundreds of its soldiers were cut down by machine-gun fire or atomized by artillery shells. Others fell to shell shock or trench foot, or had been the unlucky souls whose last cigarette had caught the eye of an English sniper. Then, at Messines, where British sappers blew through the German lines with a series of earth-shaking mine explosions, Bauer was taken prisoner.


The record on Paul Bauer then grows dim.


We know that he was sent to a prisoner-of-war camp in England. But we don’t know in which camp, or camps, he was held, nor for exactly how long. These records appear to have vanished. But in subsequent writings, both by Bauer and by those who knew him, we do know that he saw a good bit of England during his time as a POW. And we also know that he was deeply impressed by—and jealous of—what he’d seen. Moreover, this envy would not quickly pass, but would haunt him for years.


We also know that when Bauer was finally released and allowed to return to Germany, his homecoming was—for him—particularly bitter. “In November 1919, in a station building on the Rhine guarded by colored French soldiers,” he later wrote, “I was summarily commanded to remove the uniform which I had worn for five years, and in incredibly shabby ‘civvies’ issued by the Government, a skull-cap on my head and carrying my entire possessions in a sack on my back, I made my way home.”


He did not stay long. Finding his hometown occupied by foreign troops, Bauer drifted to Munich, an old man at twenty-three. “We had fought for our people and many of my friends had followed the classic example and laid down their lives,” he would later claim. “But now we found that the love of Fatherland, heroism, and self-sacrifice were looked down upon and denigrated.”


“We were strangers,” he added, “outcasts in our own country.”


A little more than a year after Paul Bauer had moved to Munich, during the spring of 1921, hydrologists at the Bogenhausen gauging station on the east side of town took note of the fact that the levels of the Isar River, whose clear waters ran right through the center of the city, were higher than they’d been in decades. Heavy snows had blanketed the Alps all winter, and with the arrival of warmer weather came the annual spring runoff, this time to historic levels. Yet despite what was happening with the Isar, one did not have to look far for change. For on the sidewalks and in the cafés and beer halls of the ancient Bavarian capital, the ground had already begun to shift.


The Jews felt it first. In early 1921, the Orthodox synagogue on Herzog-Rudolf-Strasse was vandalized when unknown persons painted black swastikas on its front facade, while members of a local Hebrew club were ambushed and beaten up by a gang of right-wing thugs. At the University of Munich, Albert Einstein, the scientist whose theory of relativity had rocked the scientific world—the “Jew physicist” was what the anti-Semitic rags called him—was prevented from speaking on campus. Non-Jews were targeted as well. Lectures by Max Weber, the esteemed sociologist, were shouted down by rowdy students who disdained his liberal politics. And across town, posters began to appear inviting local citizens to come and hear the dynamic speaker who was the head of the brand-new National Socialist political party, or Nazis, as they were soon called. “Fellow Germans are welcome,” the announcements promised, adding, “Jews will not be admitted.”


Others fared even worse. In October 1920, a servant girl named Marie Sandmeier went missing after she reported to the authorities the existence of an illegal cache of arms at her former employer’s house. Her lifeless body was later found hanging from a tree in Forstenrieder Park, next to a sign that read, “You lousy bitch. You have betrayed your Fatherland.” Around the same time, a local waiter also threatened to reveal the presence of another illegal stockpile of guns. “Instead,” a historian later wrote, “he got a trip to the bottom of the Isar with stones tied to his legs and eleven holes in his head.”


On the streets of Munich, darkness was already falling.


Paul Bauer, meanwhile, pushed ahead. He had joined the Freikorps, an anticommunist paramilitary group that waged street battles against local communists and, it was said, he even directed the shelling of a left-leaning working-class neighborhood. And while Bauer soon came to admire Nazi leader Adolf Hitler—“he who must not be impugned”—he apparently held back, at least for now, from any further involvement in Munich’s rapidly changing political scene. To begin, he was simply too busy.


Determined to get ahead, Bauer had enrolled in the University of Munich, the city’s 450-year-old institution of higher learning, and taken up the study of law. While the city hummed about him, with its noisy beer halls and cafés, Bauer stayed the course, burning the midnight oil while burying his head in dense volumes of statutes and case law. But his anger remained, especially against what he called the “November criminals”—the Berlin politicians who, to his way of thinking, had sold out Germany at the end of the war. Caught between academics and bitterness, Bauer needed a release. And, in time, he found one.


“My refuge,” he later wrote, “was the mountains.”


Rising like a Wagnerian stage set due south of Munich, the Bavarian Alps—glittering white in the winter, and cool and enchanting in the summer—were a mere two-and-a-half-hour train ride from the city center. “I began to go out into the mountains on my own,” he recalled, armed with little more than a groundcloth, a bedroll, and a Bavarian Army Ordnance Map. “I followed my own paths—alone.” The effect was transformative. Here, among the high, windswept ridges and jagged peaks was a world without compromise and chicanery. Here, beside the hard limestone cliffs was a land of both gleaming promises and rock-hard truths, a place for an ex-soldier to test his mettle.


“I thanked my lucky stars,” he added, “and gloried in my health and strength.”


In time, however, Bauer began to seek harder routes—scree-covered ledges where a misstep could lead to a broken back, ice-covered ridges as steep as a mansard roof, tight spots where unprotected solo climbing was little more than an invitation to suicide. “Gradually,” he later wrote, “I began to seek the company of others again.”


In reality, he didn’t have much of a choice. But as it turned out, his timing could not have been better.


For in the years just before, and right after, the Great War, a new generation of German and Austrian climbers had suddenly found their footing. Unafraid to try out new ideas and novel techniques, these German-speaking mountaineers brought an energy to climbing the likes of which had not been felt in a half century. In the eastern Alps of Austria and Germany, modern rock climbing would first take shape. With Munich as its spiritual capital, nothing short of a climbing revolution would take place. The evidence was everywhere.


You could find it in the standing-room-only mountain huts in the Tyrol, where, on weekends and summer weekdays, thousands of novice mountaineers spread out their sleeping bags. You could hear it the jangle of early gear racks and the crunch of boots on sun-hardened snow. You could see it in the corner movie houses in Berlin and Frankfurt, where a new kind of motion picture, the Bergfilm, awed audiences with stunning, on-location mountain scenery and the fresh new faces of the actors—including a sultry, twenty-four-year-old former dancer named Leni Riefenstahl. And you could find it in the growing membership rolls of climbing and hiking clubs. Unlike the Alpine Club in Great Britain, whose membership rarely rose more than a couple of hundred, the Deutscher und Österreichischer Alpenverein boasted more than two-hundred thousand members. “There is a Sektion of the D.O.A.V. in every important town in Germany,” wrote one astonished English traveler. “This life and all that implies has become for them as much a part of their existence as the business of earning bread.”


Equally impressive were the climbers themselves. For along with their enthusiasm, the new generation of German-speaking climbers also brought with them an unparalleled openness to new ideas. In 1910, an Austrian mountain guide teamed up with a Münster blacksmith to create a new one-piece piton, the metal spike that climbers would hammer into rock walls for protection. At about the same time, a climber in Munich introduced the first true mountaineering carabiners, the oval-shaped metal connectors that would soon be used to clip ropes to pitons. Other innovations followed after the war, including ice axes with shortened staffs for climbing near vertical ice- and snow-covered slopes.


The rush of change was breathtaking. Armed with these new tools and techniques, and with a growing confidence in themselves, this new generation of German-speaking climbers began to tackle routes long thought to be impossible. And one by one, they notched a succession of the hardest rock climbs ever accomplished—the east face of the Campanile Basso, the south face of the Schüsselkarspitze, the west face of the Predigtstuhl, and the north face of the Seekarlspitze. Then, one Friday in the late summer of 1925, the northwestern face of Monte Civetta, a three-thousand-foot vertical wall in the Dolomites that had defeated mountaineers for decades, fell in fifteen hours to a two-man team led by a twenty-five-year-old Munich locksmith. Like vertical ballet dancers, the Germans and their Austrian cousins had taken climbing to a whole new level.


These accomplishments had also come with a price—broken ribs and shattered patellae, torn-off fingernails and scraped-up elbows, backs drenched with cold sweat and stomachs hollowed out by a gripping fear. The German-speaking alpinists had become the best rock climbers in the world. But they had also fought for and earned their preeminence every inch along the way. One adoring Italian mountaineering writer called the new style alpinismo acrobatico.


The British were less charitable. At the tradition-minded Alpine Club in London, where pitons and other forms of artificial aids were viewed by many with disdain, the new style was derided as unsportsmanlike. One Alpine Club member called it “dangle and whack” climbing. Others were more concise: it just wasn’t “cricket.”


Paul Bauer saw something different.


Mountaineering, for him, was never just about reaching a summit, or finding one’s way up a particularly challenging route. Instead, it was also a way to reclaim the honor of Germany, the honor that had not been lost in the trenches but in the treachery of the Treaty of Versailles. “As a result of the war and the bitter aftermath, an unusually determined but unexacting generation had arisen in Germany,” Bauer wrote. “In many a weary climb and many a night under canvas we had wrung from nature her inmost secrets, and had learnt to master the mountains under every condition, in wind and storm, snow and darkness.” Now it was time to bring those efforts beyond the Alps. “We felt an obligation to penetrate beyond the narrow confines of our native land,” he added, “Our whole being urged us on to join the struggle.” In 1926, Bauer decided where German climbers needed to go next.


Stretching across the waist of land that separated the Black Sea from the Caspian Sea, the Caucasus Mountains were both a geological and a geographical marvel. To the north lay the tail end of the great Russian granary, a thousand miles of collective wheat farms and whitewashed villages that stretched all the way to Moscow. To the south was a jumble of semiautonomous republics, Communist in name only, a land of cotton and apricots, quince and pomegranates, ancient mosques and morning calls to prayer. The mountains themselves were remote, foreboding, avalanche-prone, and breathtakingly beautiful. Their lower reaches, covered in pine and oak, beech and walnut, were still infested with bands of armed thieves. But the Caucasus were also the highest mountain range in Europe. And that, for Paul Bauer, made them irresistible.


“It took us two years of writing applications, filling out forms, and so on before we could finally get permission from the Russians,” he recalled. But on July 4, 1928, Bauer received word that their visas were ready to be picked up at the Soviet embassy in Berlin. The climbers then spent nearly a week in Moscow, gathering up all of the forms, permissions, and governmental introductions—bumashki was what the Russians called them—that they would need to present to the local officials. Then, after a three-day train ride from Moscow, they arrived in Nalchik, a sleepy provincial capital at the foot of the Caucasus range. After more bumashki, followed by glasses of vodka, they finally rode out on horseback toward the head of the Bezengi Valley, where the glaciers ended and the mountains began.


All the hard work and preparations paid off. Despite having to contend with electrical storms, black ice, a whiteout, and a group of local herdsmen who took far too keen an interest in their Leica cameras, the expedition was a success. Bauer’s steady leadership and meticulous planning paid dividends, and the climbers worked well together. And even though Bauer was curiously circumspect, later on, as to which peaks were actually summitted, both he and his team had gained valuable experience mountaineering on truly foreign soil.


But there had also been one jarring note. For no matter where the Germans climbed in the Caucasus, the British had been there first. Once they even stumbled upon an old British climbing camp, which they recognized by the piles of rusted-out tins of English provisions. And on Dych Tau, the second-highest peak in the Caucasus, Bauer himself kept referring back to an 1888 account of its first ascent by the brilliant English climber, Alfred Mummery. Bauer’s party may have been breaking new ground for German climbers, but they were still haunted by British ghosts.


On the long train journey home, past the endless villages drowsing in the August heat, there was talk among the other members of the expedition of how much more climbing they could do upon a return to the Caucasus. But Bauer’s mind was already directed elsewhere. “It has become quite clear to me,” he wrote shortly after arriving back in Germany, “that in 1929 we must go to the Himalayas.”


But Bauer wasn’t just looking for higher mountains.


“On the basis of my experience of war—I fought against the English as an infantryman from October 1914 to June 1917, and then was in English captivity until November 1919,” Bauer later wrote, “I have certain indications that it is very likely for the English always to fall into certain mistakes.” He wasn’t just out to go to the Himalayas. He was out to beat the British at their own game. After all, he added, “I knew the English well.” Paul Bauer had put down his rifle and picked up his ice axe.


Kangchenjunga was a seductress.


Once thought to be the highest mountain in the world, at 29,169 it was only 860 feet shorter than Mount Everest. A massive complex of five distinct summits, Kangchenjunga—literally, “the Five Treasures of the High Snow” in Tibetan—was ringed by soaring ridgelines, colossal moraines, and more than a dozen glaciers. Part of the mountain lay in Nepal, while the rest was in the “princely state” of Sikkim, a small but politically sensitive thumbnail of British India that separated Nepal from Bhutan, and Tibet from eastern India. One of the most massive mountains in the Himalayas, Kangchenjunga also seemed to offer a large number of potential routes to the top. And from the veranda of the Planters Club in Darjeeling, where retired British Army officers, civil officials, and owners of tea plantations went for gossip and liquid refreshments, one could sit, on a fall afternoon, and climb the mountain with one’s eyes, working one’s way up one ridge or another, moving quickly past couloirs and avalanche chutes, until finally pulling oneself up onto the summit. Never before or since had a great Himalayan peak presented such a compelling visual siren call.


And the climbers came. The Swiss had tried to climb it. So, too, had a mixture of French, Italian, and British gentlemen explorers. Even Aleister Crowley, the English occultist whom the tabloids had called “the wickedest man on earth,” had given it a go. But Kangchenjunga had defeated them all. The local Nepalese believed that the God of the mountain kept humans away from the summit. Now, it would be Bauer’s turn.


Climbing a great Himalayan peak in those days was a series of choreographed advances and retreats, a kind of perpetual motion machine that, if the odds were in your favor, would carry you successively higher and higher up the sides of the mountain until you reached the summit. The key to a successful expedition was a series of camps, beginning with Base Camp and followed by Camp One, Camp Two, Camp Three, and so on. The camps themselves were often little more than a collection of one or two or three tents, each of which was often supplied with sleeping bags, a stove, fuel, and some food. But the camps were not just where the climbers and Sherpas would sleep each night. They also served as supply dumps, infirmaries, and potentially life-saving refuges from the unpredictable and often dangerous mountain weather. They were the necessary stepping stones as an expedition moved its way higher and higher.


Usually, it would be the strongest and most experienced climbers who would lead the way up a mountain. In consultation with the expedition’s leaders, they would find the safest and fastest route upwards, cutting steps with their ice axes, and avoiding as best they could the most obvious places of danger. Once they had traveled the distance that a climber or a porter carrying a full load could reasonably ascend in a day, a new camp would be established. And as each successive camp was set up, there followed a continual flow of motion, as the lead climbers pushed upward, while the porters and the other climbers kept bringing more supplies higher and higher up the mountain, then going back down to collect more loads.


But as an expedition gained altitude and the oxygen became thinner, everything grew exponentially more difficult and upward progress became slower and slower. Climbers would sometimes have to take three or more breaths between every step, while even the simplest of chores, like removing one’s boots and crawling into a sleeping bag, were exhausting. Headaches and nausea were increasingly common, stomach troubles flourished, appetites diminished, breathing became more labored, and sleep grew restless. And the higher the climbers went, the distance between camps shortened dramatically, as it now took much more time, and more effort, to cover the same amount of ground.


September 16, 1931.


For an instant, it was there.


Through a fleeting hole in the clouds, the summit of Kangchenjunga came silently into view. All that they had worked for, fought for, and died for, lay before them. Gazing up wordlessly, with ice crystals dancing in the air around them and the brilliant North Indian sunlight glinting off the metal rims of their glacier glasses, the six Germans and Austrians and the three Sherpas were within days of doing something that no human being had ever done before, namely to climb to the top of an Achttausender—a mountain at least eight thousand meters high. Standing outside their tents at Camp Ten in the rapidly shifting morning light, with the blue hills of Tibet laid out below them like a herdsman’s carpet, they were almost at the end of their path to glory. “We were nearer to heaven,” one of the climbers later wrote, “than to earth.”


By mid-September 1931, Bauer’s climbers had overcome every obstacle that Kangchenjunga had thrown their way. The first had been the weather. According to the records maintained by the Meteorological Department of the government of India, the summer of 1931 was the hottest in the Sikkim in more than a century. Crops withered, communal wells and streams dried up, and in Darjeeling alone more than a thousand people died of typhus and other heat-related illnesses. Up on Kangchenjunga, the climbers battled sleet and even rain, treacherous footing, and the near-constant threat of avalanches, which boomed off the slopes like artillery rounds.


Other problems soon emerged as well. One of the climbers came down with malaria, another with thyroid problems, while a third suffered from sciatica. Tensions were rising, and Bauer became convinced that some of the porters were stealing food. Then, on August 9, tragedy struck. While working their way up an ice gully, either Hermann Schaller, a young Viennese climber, or Pasang, a Sherpa, slipped. Roped together, the two men fell over seventeen hundred feet to their deaths. After their bodies were recovered, Schaller and Pasang were buried beneath a huge stone cairn. “We had built them a tomb that no prince on earth could hope to have,” Bauer wrote, “such as only comrades can raise to one who has fallen in a good fight.”


Then they got back to work.


Within days, the prospects for the expedition had brightened. The higher that Bauer and the others climbed on Kangchenjunga, the better their footing became. Spirits rose and even the weather improved. Following Bauer’s lead back in the Alps, rather than use tents they’d also begun to dig snow caves at some of their camps. Some of the men had even fashioned the interiors like the insides of Gothic cathedrals, with arched doorways and ribbed ceilings. Moreover, the men were holding up. When Bauer climbed into his sleeping bag on August 29, he did so wearily—but also with a strong dose of optimism. “We roll ourselves clumsily into our sacks,” he wrote, “and go to sleep with the certainty that the chief obstacles in our way to Kangchenjunga will be overcome in a few days.”


But two weeks later, when they had their fleeting view of the summit through a hole in the clouds, they were far less certain. Fighting their way up the highest reaches of Kangchenjunga, both the climbers and Sherpas were now dangerously fatigued. In order to increase their chances of success, Bauer divided them into two teams and pushed for an expedited run to the summit. The larger of the two parties would establish Camp Eleven and hollow out an ice cave there, while a second group would leapfrog on ahead, route-finding and looking for suitable spots where the next two camps, Twelve and Thirteen, could be established. Food and supplies would then be ferried to the higher camps from which the final summit push would be made. “It is so close,” one of the climbers wrote on September 17, “that we are practically certain of reaching it.”


Bauer was the first to turn back. On September 16, as he left Camp Ten, the pace of his climbing had become so slow that another climber, Peter Aufschnaiter, convinced him to return to Camp Nine—alone. “It was obvious to me,” Bauer later wrote, “that my heart was giving out.” Ketar, a porter, developed snow blindness. Hans Hartmann, perhaps the strongest climber of them all, gave in to fatigue and lack of oxygen. Peter Aufschnaiter, throttled by coughing, thirst, and fatigue, washed out as well. Still, there were three climbers left. And despite being wracked with pain and near exhaustion, on September 18 they set out to, first, establish Camp Twelve, and then push on to the summit. From what they could tell, they had only one real obstacle to overcome, one final rock wall that separated them from the summit plateau.


Instead, they discovered a nightmare. A towering, unstable mass of wind slab, deep cracks, and fluted ice flanks, it was a dead man’s wall. Whoever tried to climb it, no matter how determined or brave, would fall to their death in a matter of minutes. “We sat for a long time looking at the wretched sight,” one of the men later wrote. “But it was of no use. We had to turn back.” The news struck Bauer like a hammer blow. Once again, Kangchenjunga was victorious.


On the way back down the mountain, at Camp Six, the climbers were greeted with letters from home, their first in months. There was also a heavy wooden crate that had been sent by the Himalayan Club. Inside was a bronze plaque commemorating the life of Hermann Schaller, which they placed on his grave. Then, as the clear autumn air started to move in, they started the long march back to Darjeeling, Calcutta, and home.


At the Alpine Club in London, meanwhile, the wheels had started to turn.


Despite the fact that Paul Bauer and his climbers had not made it to the summit of Kangchenjunga, there was no longer any question that these new German climbers were a deeply impressive and talented lot, clearly up to the task at making a serious, sustained run at a Himalayan giant. And while, for the moment, the Foreign Office had managed to keep any other nation from gaining access to Mount Everest, that might not always be the case.


There was no time to waste.


The Mount Everest Committee, a joint creation of the Alpine Club and the Royal Geographical Society that was responsible for overseeing British expeditions to the world’s highest mountain, stirred back to life. Feelers were also sent out to the Foreign Office asking for a new proposal to be presented to the Tibetan government, requesting permission to launch a new Everest expedition. As it turned out, luck was on the side of the British climbers. The Tibetan army had recently sparred with the forces of a Chinese warlord—and had been badly mauled. In Lhasa, government officials wanted Enfield rifles, water-cooled machine guns, and other weapons of war, which the British would happily supply. In return, the Tibetans would allow for a new Mount Everest expedition, set for 1933. And this time, nothing would be held back.




CHAPTER THREE


Everest, 1933


London. Friday, January 20, 1933. 


Liverpool Street Station was a madhouse. Surrounded by a mob of family, friends, and well-wishers, the climbers had planned to slip discreetly into their carriages on the train to the Tilbury docks. But once the bright flashes of the newspapermen’s cameras lit up the red brick walls and iron rafters of the Victorian-era railway terminal, waves of excitement raced through the station. Bobbies and baggage handlers shouted encouragement, while schoolchildren, bank assistants, and shop clerks stood in wide-eyed wonder. It wasn’t every day, mind you, that one laid eyes on the best of the best, the heroic Englishmen who would soon be standing on the top of Mount Everest. It wasn’t every day that one saw history in the making. A bystander, seized by patriotic fervor, even presented expedition member Colin G. Crawford, a seasoned Himalayan mountaineer who had climbed with Mallory back in ’24, with an umbrella. The weather, the gift giver explained, might get bad in Tibet.


Despite the chaotic sendoff, the 1933 British Mount Everest Expedition was the largest, most highly organized, and best-equipped mountaineering campaign in human history. A crack team of twelve climbers, including an Olympic pentathlete, an Arctic explorer, and veterans of previous Himalayan climbs, had been carefully selected by the Mount Everest Committee. More than £5,000, a hefty sum in the early 1930s, had been raised outright, while the remaining eight to ten thousand pounds necessary to fund the expedition had been covered through the sale of exclusive news and photographic rights to the Daily Telegraph, future lectures, and with a book contract for an official history. Even His Majesty had chipped in. “The King knows that expeditions of this nature require careful and costly preparation,” wrote the Keeper of the Privy Purse, Colonel Sir Frederick Ponsonby, to the chair of the Mount Everest Committee, “and desires me to send you the enclosed cheque for £100 which he wishes to give toward the expenses.”


His majesty was correct. Provisioning the expedition was an enormous task, one that had taken months to complete. In the end, more than twenty-one and a half tons of supplies had been purchased or collected, inventoried, weighed, and carefully packed into more than eleven hundred three-ply wooden crates, which were then shipped by sea to India. Each box, furthermore, had been numbered and painted with a special colored band, whose color would indicate whether the contents were to be used, for example, on the long march across Tibet, in one of the high camps, or on the summit attempt. And the scope and variety of provisions was mind-boggling—tins of sardines, Heinz beans, Brand’s meat essences, biscuits, jams and jellies, butter, canned milk, coffee, tea, cocoa, Ovaltine, maple sugar, chocolate, Horlick’s malt tablets. Physicians at the Lister Institute were consulted to make certain that the daily diets contained the proper amounts of vitamins, while each climber was also allotted a supply of “Christmas boxes,” each of which was filled with hand-picked delicacies from Fortnum & Mason. Another crate held a precious supply of Johnnie Walker whisky. For the Sherpas and Bhotias who would serve as porters, there was tinned pemmican and bags and bags of tsampa—roasted barley flour that they would eat mixed with water or tea.


Even more care was dedicated to the clothing and equipment that both the climbers and porters would employ. New tents were specially designed for the expedition, including lightweight models made of airplane canvas for the summit assault, and, for lower elevations, one that was a cross between an arctic tent and a yurt. “It had eight curved struts, jointed in the middle to make easy porterage, a sewn-in groundsheet, which was supplemented later by a separate groundsheet made by the Hurricane Smock Company, lace-up doors, two mica windows, and ventilating cowl which could be turned in any direction according to the wind,” read an official description, while one climber described it as looking “like a plum-pudding without the sprig of holly.” Inside the tents, the climbers would sleep in two eiderdown sleeping bags, one inside the other, and fitted with a third outer shell made from jaconet, a type of treated cotton fabric.


Few items are more important to climbers than their boots, and here a great effort was made to provide the members of the expedition with the best ones possible. Robert Lawrie, a twenty-eight-year-old Lancashire climber and renowned bootmaker, designed a new model that, to fend off frostbite, featured “two thicknesses of stout leather, with an intervening layer of asbestos sheeting,” blocked toes, and an internal layer of heavy felt. Contracted to produce seventy pairs for the Mount Everest expedition, Lawrie personally set most of the nails—the wedge and cross-shaped bits of metal that were hammered onto the leather soles of boots for added traction—himself. So successful were Lawrie’s boots that he was able to take his earnings and move his shop to London.


But the most striking innovations were the wind-proof suits designed for the expedition. “One has yet to find the man brave enough to appear publicly in England in this dress,” one of the climbers noted, “but of its utilitarian value, indeed of its necessity, there can be no question; for the winds of Mount Everest pass through woolen tweeds as if they did not exist.” Two versions were created, one made from a densely woven cotton gabardine known as Grenfell cloth, named for a British missionary who worked in Newfoundland, the other a kind of Jacquard. “These suits have hoods fitting loosely round the face, elastic inner cuffs, and tapes to tie round the ankles, all designed to keep the wearers as warm as possible,” the Times reported. And the suits themselves drew crowds of curious onlookers when they were put on display in a Regent Street shop window a few weeks before Christmas 1932.


Indeed, as interest in the expedition continued to grow, experts from a wide variety of fields were called in to help create the best equipment possible. J. D. Magore Cardell, a renowned eye specialist and fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, teamed up with a London optician to create a new type of glacier goggles, fitted with an orange-tinted glass designed to ward off the most debilitating effects of ultra-violet rays at high altitude. And in the few cases where English manufacturers did not produce equipment of superior quality, the leadership of the expedition looked elsewhere, as in the case of crampons, which were purchased in Austria.


Little had been left to chance. In London, the climbers pored over scores of topographic maps, expedition logs, and telescopic photographs of Everest, analyzing and debating the best route to the summit, while the supply officers, many of them old India hands, meticulously worked out a detailed schedule for the assault on the mountain. And unlike the teams on Mallory’s expeditions, the climbers of 1933 had an additional ace in the hole. Telegraph operators at the Royal Meteorological Station in Alipore would send daily weather reports to Base Camp, providing the climbers with the most accurate, up-to-date forecasts available, including the progress, a thousand miles to the south, of the summer monsoon. Never had a mountaineering expedition been so well equipped, so expertly outfitted, and so well planned. “No one, I think,” climber Eric Shipton later wrote, “doubted for a moment that we would succeed.”


The orphaned son of a tea planter, as a child Eric Shipton wouldn’t have made anyone’s most-likely-to-succeed list. Dyslexic and a flop at organized sports, he daydreamed in class and was absolutely petrified of speaking in public. At Beaumont House, a grim boarding school in Hertfordshire, his most noticeable accomplishments were that he’d received more beatings from the headmaster than any other student, save one, in recent memory, and that, on a dare, he would slurp down the contents of a fellow student’s inkwell, the metallic-tasting India ink staining his teeth and gums a bright purple. Shipton’s mother was so worried about her only son that, in the fall of 1922, shortly after his fifteenth birthday, she enrolled him in Pyt House, a kind of school of last refuge for young men who were either learning disabled, or too dense, too lazy, or too uninterested to succeed in the classroom. And while academic success still eluded him, he found something far more important. While rummaging around the school library one day, he discovered a copy of Travels Amongst the Great Andes of the Equator, Edward Whymper’s gripping account of his 1880 first ascent of Chimborazo, a hulking, 20,000-foot volcano in Ecuador that had been long thought to be the highest mountain on earth.


That was all it took.


By the time he’d turned eighteen, Shipton had gone climbing in Norway and Switzerland, Italy and the Lake District. Trained in the French Alps, in part, by Nea Barnard, perhaps the most accomplished female English climber of the 1920s and 1930s, he blossomed into a superb mountaineer, one whose steady, rhythmic gate on steep snowy slopes was a wonder to behold. And when, miraculously, Shipton was offered a chance to enter Cambridge, he turned it down. Climbing was all that he wanted to do.


But it was in East Africa that Shipton’s abilities as a climber fully emerged. Emigrating to Kenya, where he hoped to make a go of it as a coffee planter, he instead made the second ascent of Mount Kenya, the second-highest mountain on the continent, and the first of one of its twin summits. Not only did this feat earn front-page coverage in the East Africa Standard, the principal English-speaking newspaper in Nairobi, but this and other climbing feats on Mount Kenya and in the mysterious, fog-shrouded Ruwenzori Mountains of Uganda earned him considerable coverage in the Alpine Journal, the gold-standard mountaineering publication put out by the Alpine Club in London. So impressive were his African climbs that Frank Smythe, soon to be the best-known British mountaineer, invited Shipton, sight unseen, to join a small expedition to the Himalayas. And on June 21, 1931, Shipton joined Smythe on the summit of Kamet, a 25,000-foot peak along the India–Tibet border that then became the highest mountain ever successfully climbed all the way to the top. It was a noteworthy accomplishment. A little over a year later, Shipton was invited to join the 1933 Mount Everest expedition.


In truth, Eric Shipton was even more grateful to be a part of the show than he let on. For despite his mountaineering achievements in Africa and the Alps, when the telegram arrived in Kenya inviting him to join the expedition, the words “subject medical approval” had filled him with dread. “I had been aware of an irregular heart-beat which had led me to believe that something was amiss,” he recalled, “though like Darwin before he joined the Beagle, I was too scared to have it examined.” Desperate for some answers, he went to a doctor in Nairobi. “Under his stethoscope,” he added, “my heart performed a wildly erratic syncopation; the doctor’s worried frown seemed to confirm my fears, and I fainted. He said nothing to reassure me and declined to sign a certificate of physical fitness.” Desperately wanting to take part in the Mount Everest expedition, Shipton was also sick with worry that, because of his heart condition, he would be kept off the expedition.


Even worse news awaited him in London. “I was appalled to learn that all members of the Everest party were required to undergo the R.A.F. medical test, then regarded as the most searching of all,” he wrote. Famous for washing out hundreds of hopeful pilots-to-be, the Royal Air Force doctors put their subjects through a grueling series of physical challenges, including holding their breath for a full two minutes. “Panic stricken,” Shipton remembered, “I divulged my dread secret to my mother’s doctor, who, to my intense relief told me that my irregular heart-beat was due to dyspeptic flatulence, and signified nothing.” Shipton sailed through the RAF tests—that is, until the examiners discovered that he had an enlarged spleen, caused by his exposure to malaria, which he denied ever having. “This was a little difficult to explain,” he added, “however, it was evidently not regarded as a hindrance to climbing Everest.”


Leadership of the expedition was bestowed upon Hugh Ruttledge. A forty-eight-year-old career civil servant in the British Raj, his mountaineering experience had been limited to a handful of guided climbs in the Alps, two failed attempts at a decent-sized Himalayan peak, plus a significant amount of rigorous hiking along the India–Tibet border. A fan of polo, big-game hunting, and pig-sticking—a form of hunting wild boars with spears while on horseback—Ruttledge had also made a parikrama, a Hindu ritual circumambulation around Mount Kailash, a 21,000--foot Tibetan peak said to be the home of Shiva. But for the members of the Mount Everest Committee, Ruttledge was a safe choice, an able administrator who would avoid unnecessary drama and keep things running on time. “A decent man,” came one assessment. For their part, the climbers ended up liking him.


Frank Smythe, already a well-known British mountaineer, meanwhile, nearly missed the expedition altogether. On November 17, 1932, while being driven from a lecture on some icy roads outside of Bolton, near Manchester, a car coming in the opposite direction lost control and smashed into his vehicle head-on. Smythe, whose knees and nose got horribly banged up, was knocked out. “I remember recovering consciousness,” he later recalled, “stretching out each limb and saying to myself, Good! I can go to Everest”—despite being both concussed and soaked in gasoline. After spending two weeks in the Royal Manchester Infirmary, Smythe was released.
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