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

George Mallory




Prologue 

‘I could stand it no longer’




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

Francis Younghusband




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And prise open the door to Mount Everest.




1

Peak XV




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

Andrew Waugh, Surveyor General

Survey of India 
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