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GLOSSARY



	abseil

	descent of rock face or ice wall by sliding down a secured rope




	alpine-style

	lightning small-scale assault on mountain



	 



	arete

	sharp rock or ridge




	 



	belay

	securing of climber to an anchor with rope




	 



	bergschrund

	the gap between a glacier and the upper face




	 



	bivouac

	temporary encampment under makeshift shelter or none




	 


	carabiner

	oval metal snap-link (also “karabiner”)




	 


	col

	dip or pass in ridge




	 



	cornice

	overhanging mass of hardened snow




	 



	couloir

	gulley




	 



	crampons

	steel spikes fitted to sole of boot for gripping on ice and snow




	 



	crevasse

	crack or gap




	 



	cwm

	valley or hollow formed by action of a glacier (q.v.)




	 



	glacier

	river of ice




	 



	icefall

	feature formed by flow of glacier over declivity




	 



	jumar

	metal friction device to enable climbers to ascend fixed ropes




	 



	karabiner

	see carabiner




	 



	la

	Tibetan for “pass”




	 



	moraine

	mass of loose stone pushed along by glacier




	 



	neve

	bed of frozen snow




	 



	oedema

	Accumulation of fluid on brain (cerebral) or lungs (pulmonary) caused by, among other conditions, high altitude




	 



	pemmican

	dried meat




	 


	pitch

	distance between two belays




	 



	piton

	metal pin, hammered into cracks in ice or rock, for use as runner or anchor




	 



	rappel

	descent using rope and friction device (see also abseil)




	 



	serac

	pinnacle of ice, usually unstable




	 



	scree

	slope of loose stone




	 



	sherpa

	Tibetan mountain race; also settled Indian regions of Darjeeling and Kathmandu




	 



	sirdar

	head sherpa




	 



	traverse

	horizontal climb




	 



	verglass

	thin layer of ice






FOREWORD

Of all the great mountain ranges of the world the Himalaya are the youngest as well as the highest, with Everest reaching over 29,000 feet above sea level – and they are still rising. The Himalaya are a result of “alpine” uplift – formed between two continents in collision.

This is explained via the theory of tectonic plates whereby there was a break up of a once single continent, and the various parts or “plates” drift on the earth’s core and overlying mantle. Eighty million years ago India had become an island with the Tethys Sea in between it and Asia towards which it was heading. Over the next thirty million years the gap gradually closed. The Tethys Sea was reduced as the underlying plate rocks were forced down into the mantle and the sediments of the seabed were forced up in a complex of folds and over folds as if squeezed in the jaws of a great vice. Such was the force from the Indian land mass that Asia was pushed 900 miles north. The sedimentary rocks under such pressure and heat metamorphosed and granitic rocks intruded into them from below.

As this great fold mountain range rose so it was eroded. The ancient rivers continued to cut through the Himalayan chain producing ever-deeper valleys. The Arun River cuts through the Himalaya at its highest point between Everest and Kangchenjunga. Here there is a tremendous height differential and consequent range of temperature and diversity of vegetation from sub-tropical to alpine-arctic.

Ice age glaciation, rain and wind have also eroded into these great fold mountains so that the story could be told from the revealed rocks and fossils. On the flanks of the four peaks of the Chomolangma massive, Changtse, Lhotse, Nuptse, and on Everest itself, the geological history of the Himalaya can be seen that replicates across the whole range. At the base of these mountains elemental forces produced schists consisting mainly of Gneisses and Migmatites that had been pushed up from the earth’s mantle. Above the schists are intrusions of granite rocks known as Makalu granite formations. The rocks are grey and fracture into blocks and slabs so characteristic of Makalu seven miles east of Everest and also visible on the great southern flanks of Nuptse and Lhotse. Above the granite rocks lie metamorphosed sedimentary rocks from the Tethys sea bed including Shales, Limestones and Sandstones.

A wide layer of Schistose Shale cuts right through Everest dipping down northwards where it forms the awkward sloping slatey rocks below the rock steps on the north face and ridge. It was here that Mallory’s broken body was found in 1999 by Conrad Anker.

On the South West face of Everest the scarp edge of this schistose shale is exposed as the 800-foot, almost vertical rock-band. Although the rock dips down into the mountain and should be more favourable to climbing, the rock is in fact shattered by temperature change making climbing and inserting anchors for belays very difficult as Nick Estcourt and Paul Braithwaite discovered on the first ascent of it in 1975. The sandstone rocks above the rock band are less shattered and more conducive to climbing, albeit steep, as I found with Dougal Haston a few days later. On the north side they form the well known first and second steps that dogged the early attempts by the British during the inter-war years. The very summit pyramid of Everest consists of grey limestone rocks. It is incredible to contemplate that the highest rocks on the planet were once on the ancient Tethys seabed, and that their rise from the depths is on-going, by a few centimetres each year. These great arches of rock are still under pressure as evidenced by regular tremors and periodic earthquakes that cause massive landslides and the destruction of road and village. There is a sentence in the Bible from the 121st Psalm that reads “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help” I was reminded of that recently flying over the north Indian plains towards Kathmandu, above the rivers meandering down from the forested foothills of the Himalaya and the “abode of snow” arrayed behind spanning a total distance of 1,800 miles.

Naturally mankind revered such snowy mountains for they do after all provide water, the most important element to sustain life after the air we breath. As the population increased on the fertile plains, so extended family groups were forced into the mountain valleys for sanctuary and succour. There were those that entered the highest valleys seeking sanctuary from the distractions of worldly affairs, to contemplate the human condition and purpose, first in natural shelters and later in remote monasteries. Distant Himalayan valleys are places conducive to this inner journey as everyone who goes there must sense. Beyond the last village where vegetation gives way to rock and ice at about 3,500 metres is the place where you take in a big breath of fresh air and with a satisfied sigh know “I’m back” with the realisation that it is so easy to forget how good it is to be up in the mountains where there is a keen bite to the air, where the air is so clear and the mountains all around are vibrant against the blue sky, where your spirits rise and the stars at night are bright right down to the edge.

All over the world, and in the West until the Renaissance and the age of “scientific enlightenment”, people who lived close to nature were aware that the landscape was inhabited by forces, or spirits that were of many forms that could help or harm and they were given many names. In Tibet a vivid appreciation of these beings corresponds to the vastness of the Plateau, the awesome height of the mountains and the fearsome forces they can unleash. The pre-Buddhist Bonpo visionary shamans interpreted these forces as alien and separate forces that had to be appeased with animal and even human sacrifice.

In the eighth-century Guru Rinpoche, the greatest of Tantric yogis, travelled from India to Tibet through Nepal via the Kyirong valley at the invitation of the King, Trison Detsun. His first task, before any formal meeting with the King was to subdue and tame the ruling elemental spirit forces. Such was the clarity of his perception and single-minded resolve that he bound the Gods and Goddesses of the sky, mountain and earth to take a positive and protective relationship towards the Buddha Dharma and the teachings that were to liberate Tibet and the Himalaya. From that time on these forces have been content with offerings accompanied by prayers of compassion, of incense from scented woods such as juniper and blessed cakes (torma) made of barley flour and yak butter. At the time of this transformation, these powerful mountain gods and goddesses entered the official iconography of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism. Each one is portrayed with their special quality and symbol of unique power. Many texts have been composed and continue to be composed by enlightened masters, prescribing the appropriate mantra and prayer to invoke the protection and interdependent well-being of the environment and the local inhabitants. Nature is not separate from the human mind – when people are unhappy, demoralized and suffering then the earth responds accordingly. Fertility is reduced, crops, herbs, trees and animals all suffer too – a fact that is now being addressed in many parts of the world where agriculture is concerned and also where there has been deforestation and pollution right up onto the slopes of Mount Everest. Most of the seven British expeditions to the North side of Everest between the wars were blessed by the highly respected head Lama, Ngawang Tenzing Norbu, of Rongbuk Monastery at 5,030 metres and only two hours below base camp. It is probably the highest permanently inhabited monastery anywhere. It was founded in 1902 and once had over 500 monks and nuns in residence. The head Lama, after firmly establishing Rongbuk, travelled over to the Khumbu and Solu Khumbu in Nepal to establish monasteries under Everest at Tengboche (Thyangboche) and also at Thame, Takshingdu and at Chilong in Solu near Paphlu.

In 1921 the Rongbuk Lama had been in retreat, so it was members of the 1922 expedition under General Bruce who first commented on his holiness, “full of dignity, with a most intelligent and wise face and an extraordinarily attractive smile”. Everyone coming to the valley and surrounding area was forbidden to kill animals. The British kept to this rule and were constantly surprised and delighted to find how tame were the birds and animals of the region that they would eat from their hands and calmly graze around their tents.

Members of the 1936 expedition were presented with copies of a booklet to aid pilgrims visiting the monastery. It is of considerable interest in that it sheds light on this, for most of us, the unseen, parallel word of nature spirits as well as giving important references to the local name for Everest – JomoLangma. In the booklet’s introduction the authors indicate that the area around the monastery is of special religious significance. The following extracts are taken from a translation that was produced in a note by Kempson in the 1936 Expedition Book “Everest the Unfinished Adventure”: “The Earth, originally occupied by evil beings was after a long time rendered by the Vajradhara habitable by heaven-dwellers, chiefly sky-roaming demons. With the growth of Buddhism came many teachers, including Padmasambhava, and blessed many hills, lakes and mountains . . . In Ron-phu-rdza (Rongbuk Valley) Padmasambhava spent seven months and realized the highest Siddhi (spiritual attainment): he ordained the region to be a place of salvation to all who beheld, heard or thought of or touched it. At that time, in a place where the auspicious long-lived Five Sisters (Tashi Tseringched Nga) walked the earth, in view namely of the high, self-created, ice mountain named Jomolangma, he exorcised Miyolansangma and the others by his word, and blessed the place to be a chief scene of Siddhi. Especially Mkhan-pa-lun of Sbas-yul, he named as taking the lead.” This evidently refers to the valley of Rongbuk monastery which is in full view of Everest, standing magnificent and proud of any other mountains, at the head of the valley. There is no doubt that Jomo langma (pronounced Chomolungma by Tibetans and sherpas) refers specifically to Everest the mountain and not the whole Everest massif.

There has been some debate as to the reason for using the name Chomolungma. There is little doubt that “Jomo” is a common title for a holy or noble lady. The titles “Jobo” (Lord) and “Jomo” (Lady) are quite often used for mountain gods. “Ma” at the end is a common feminine nominalizing particle of speech. The debate has centred around the part of the word “glang”. The only readily acceptable meaning is bull, or ox although researchers have suggested “wind” from “rlung” or “ling” meaning “place”. If these are correct it could be either Goddess of the Place, or Goddess of the Wind which might refer to the wind-plume that often blows from the upper part of the mountain. Yet another name found in Tibetan dictionaries is Jomo-kang-chen-ma-ri, Queen of the Snow Mountains. Another explanation and one favoured by Edwin Bernbaum in his “Sacred Mountains of The World” is to associate the name with the actual goddess of the mountain. Of the Five Sisters of Long Life the chief sister, Tseringma, is associated with Gauri Shankar and is depicted in thankas riding a snow lion. Of the four other sisters the one called Miyo Langsangma shown riding a tiger is the goddess of Everest. It is more than possible, since the Tibetan language often condenses long words, that Langma is short for Miyo Lang zang ma; certainly she is much revered amongst the Sherpas of Nepal. In the 11th-century, the Tseringma sisters were severely admonished by Jetsun Milarepa (1040-1123) who lived and died in this region. They had caused livestock to perish and the inhabitants to suffer severe and contagious diseases since shepherds had upset the goddesses with smoke from their fires. Milarepa went to the villagers and said “I have had indications from a dream that the pestilence now prevailing in this area was caused by the local goddesses because you offended and injured them by the fires you kindled. In revenge they have spread diseases. You should now perform suitable ritual and make various offerings.” As a result of offerings of huge tormas, oblations and prayers to the Devas and spirits, the people rapidly regained their health. To this day the local people living around Chomolangma are careful with their fires and strongly discourage expeditions burning rubbish, and especially plastic, that produces thick black smoke.

In 1940 the Head Lama of Rongbuk died, ten years before the Chinese invaded Tibet, and long before his monastery was destroyed during the “cultural revolution” of the 1960s. (It has since been rebuilt and occupied by monks and nuns under Chinese supervision.)

As the north side closed down to climbing so it became possible to access Everest from the south through newly opened Nepal. All the early expeditions, and most contemporary ones, seek the blessing of the Abbot of Tengboche Monastery, Incarnate Lama Ngawang Tenzin Rinpoche. Rinpoche has in the past given out cards depicting, in a wood block Print, the Goddess Miyo Lang Zang. She is also depicted on the murals inside Rongbuk and Tengboche monasteries and during the Mani Rimdu Festival, at Tengboche (November), the monks offer prayers to the goddess and dedicate a yak to her which is released onto the open hillside to wander in protected freedom. All this is to bring blessing and prosperity to the people of the area. That those who venerate her will be nourished is indicated in the murals where she is seen as a golden goddess holding a mongoose spitting jewels while in her right hand she holds a basket of magic fruit. Only the monks and nuns on the north side of Everest, along with local farmers, would have considered the mountain that significant until it was known to be the highest point and when outsiders come marching in to climb it. Only the tip of Everest can be seen from the southern valleys and in fact Khumbila, nearly 10,000 feet lower than Everest, but rising up in the centre of the Sherpa homeland above Namche Bazar, Khunde and Khumjung, is of far more religious significance to the Sherpa people. Whilst Sherpas often climb Everest they could never desecrate Khumbila by climbing up it and upsetting the local deity, Khumbu’i Yul-lha.

The significant events leading to the identification of Everest being the world’s highest mountain began in 1808 with the mapping of the whole Indian sub-continent by the India Survey. By the 1830s they had triangulated their way from the south of India to the foothills of the Himalaya. The surveyors could go no further as Nepal refused entry fearing for its independence. They tried to work around the problem by taking readings on Himalayan peaks from a distance of up to 150 miles and often in extreme conditions of malarial, jungle-covered hills. Many of the British surveyors died as a result. By 1849 there had been enough observations of peak “b” to calculate the height purely on the readings as 30,200 feet. The Surveyor General at the time, Andrew Waugh, then spent two years taking into account refraction which was a variable due to differences of prevailing temperatures and barometric pressure. By then mountain “b” became XV and in March 1856 Waugh informed his deputy that Pk IX (Kangchenjunga) was 28,156 feet and that XV was 29,002 and was “most probably the highest mountain in the world”. Kangchenjunga, for a time considered the highest, was demoted to third highest two years later when K2 was found to be the second highest. Whilst K2 has continued to be labelled with the old survey number (K for Karakoram) a name simply had to be found for the highest mountain. As with Kangchenjunga the Survey had sought local names for the peaks but in the case of XV Waugh pushed for the label Everest after George Everest who had taken charge of the Great Trigonometral Survey becoming the Surveyor General in 1830 and going on to oversee the completion of the Great Arc of the Meridian by which the true shape of the earth could be known.

Despite the fact that Chomolungma was known to be the Tibetan name, and despite George Everest’s personal dislike of the idea, Everest prevailed as the designated name. In Paris during 1733, D’Anvilles’ map of China and Tibet was published, in which the name Tschoumou-Lanckma appears for what is now called Everest. Other names were mentioned elsewhere which strengthened Waugh’s case basing his choice on the fact that there was no clear alternative, so the highest mountain should be named after his industrious predecessor. In 1865, just one year before Everest died, the Royal Geographical Society officially accepted “Mount Everest”. The debate, however, continues with Chomolungma the main contender and with justification. To muddy the waters during the 1950s the Nepalese came up with an invention of their own – Sagarmatha. It means approximately “Head in the Sky” and was applied at a time of increased Nepalese nationalism and foreign interest in “their” mountains. The significant events leading up to a comprehension of the geography surrounding Mount Everest, commences with the French geographer D’Anville. He amassed his information via the Jesuits operating in Beijing who in turn trained native Tibetans, including Lamas, to gather all relevant facts and figures in the same way British topographers later trained and sent Indian “Pundits” onto the Tibetan Plateau. The Pundits performed an incredible service towards the mapping of southern Tibet; travelling in disguise, at considerable personal risk and suffering great hardship, they unravelled the source of the rivers, plotted mountains, towns and villages. The first two pundits to be selected began their course of training at Dehradun in 1863. The most famous was Nain Singh who when steeped in clandestine surveying technique, travelled up through Nepal and entered Tibet via the frontier town of Kyirong. He eventually reached Lhasa where he plotted its exact location and established approximately its height above sea level. In all he covered 1,200 miles walking back along the Upper Tsangpo to its source and then heading south back into British India. There were many other such visits that enabled the British to construct reasonable maps beyond the Himalaya. More detail was added as a result of the Younghusband “mission” to Lhasa in 1903. Captains Rawling and Ryder were allowed to lead a reconnaissance party into Western Tibet. At one point they were only 60 miles from Everest. Rawling was quite enthusiastic about the possibility of climbing the North Ridge. In 1907, Natha Singh an Indian Survey assistant was officially allowed into Nepal to reconnoitre a route to Everest. He advanced up the Dudh Kosi, mapping all the peaks to a point beyond Lobuche as far as the snout of the Khumba Glacier. It was not until the Anglo-American visit in 1950 that the foot of the icefall was reached and only in 1951 that it was climbed, paving the way for the first ascent of Everest in 1953. Meanwhile during the 1920-30’s, only Tibet would allow access and that was for British climbers. After the brilliant reconnaissance expedition of 1921 there followed a strong attempt on the peak in 1922, when seven Sherpas died in an avalanche below the North Col. Finch and Bruce reached 8320 metres on the North Ridge using oxygen. In 1924 Norton reached 8580 metres without oxygen, only some 800 feet below the summit. This was a very significant performance at the time and for many years to come Norton’s magnificent effort was an inspiration. It was truly a big step into the unknown and yet none of the 8000 metre summits were ascended until 1950 although it has to be said that the north side of Everest presents few technical problems until high on the mountain. Also the 8000 metre peaks in Nepal were all out of bounds until 1950 when the French first climbed Annapurna.

During the 1930s there were four more attempts that all failed on account of bad weather, ill health or poor organisation. The first serious attempt to climb Everest from the South was made in the spring of 1952 by the Swiss and they almost made it with Lambert and Tenzing Norgay reaching a high point of 8595 metres, well up the South East ridge. This was a tremendous effort by these newcomers to Everest and on a completely untried route. However, they did have Tenzing with them who had now been to Everest North side on four occasions. They made another attempt in the autumn, but bad weather prevented progress beyond the South Col. In 1953, Everest was climbed by Tenzing and Hillary following the route pioneered by Tenzing and the Swiss. This was a great team effort brilliantly led by Hunt. They were able to take advantage of improved equipment and clothing and also they were able to rehydrate high on the mountain as by then there were improved pressure stoves. The physiology of high altitude climbing was better understood and the need to drink liquids was impressed on all the climbers by the expedition physiologist, Griffith Pugh. Had it not been for a failure of the oxygen apparatus at the South Summit, Charles Evans and Tom Bourdillon would have made it to the summit on 26 May and become the household names that was the lot of Sherpa Tenzing and Ed Hillary. There is so much luck as to which expedition climbs a mountain first and who gets to go to the summit.

Since then there have been many more ascents of the original route and altogether thirteen routes established on all sides of the mountain, some very technical, such as the South West Face, and especially the South West Pillar route, but none involved such commitment as that made by Willi Unsoeld and Tom Hormbein when way back in 1963 they took off from the west shoulder alpine style to climb the unclimbed, unknown, West ridge to the summit and traverse over and down the South East Ridge.

There have been other impressive performances on established routes with Messner and Habeler first climbing Everest via the original route without resorting to “canned” oxygen. Two years later Messner climbed up the north side following Norton’s route to completion completely alone. His only support was his pregnant girlfriend down on the East Rongbuk Glacier. These two ascents made a big contribution to the progression of high altitude lightweight and alpine-style climbing worldwide. In February that year, the Poles under the leadership of Zawarda made the first ascent of Everest in winter. Many other firsts were to follow, some of which were hardly that significant geographically although very courageous and no doubt gave the climber concerned enormous satisfaction. There has been the first married couple to reach the summit, the first father and son, the fastest ascent, the most ascents in one season and the most ascents overall. Records were set and periodically broken at both ends of the age spectrum – the youngest is currently 16 years and the oldest 65. There are climbers with various disabilities who have battled their way up – one blind another without a foot. Climbers have left the summit and descended by paraglider, on skis and now by snow board reaching the Rongbuk glacier in 2½ hours! One sobering statistic is that 1996 proved to be the year with the heaviest death toll on Everest. Fifteen climbers died mostly on commercial expeditions which by their nature leave inexperienced climbers exposed to the vagaries of the weather and the debilitating effect of altitude and the overwhelming ambition of clients, company and also personnel. One client, following a groove in the snow on a short leash of rope between guides, proudly boasted that Everest was the first mountain he ever climbed. But did he “climb” Everest? A climber is someone who goes into the mountains to take responsibility for his or her own life and that of their companions, forever having to assess the situation and make judgements as to the prevailing snow and weather conditions, the pacing of the climb, when to turn back or to go for it. This implies serving an apprenticeship on other mountains so that climbing is second nature, knowing what to do instinctively and intuitively, at an altitude where there is only one-third of the oxygen in the atmosphere, when there can be a sudden storm with winds up to 120 mph and temperatures plummet to −50C and the snow in the air is indistinguishable to that on the ground. Whilst the client is at risk so is the climber judging by the number of very experienced mountaineers and Sherpas who have perished on Everest. For all those who go to Everest and reach the summit or at least the limit of endurance the experience will lead to a degree of self-transformation and a better understanding of all and everything. The reader will discover in this anthology more about the aftermath of great climbs but also that such gains are made at enormous physical risk.

Doug Scott


INTRODUCTION

Around 50 million years ago movements in the Earth’s crust caused India to collide with Asia. In the cataclysm of heat and pressure which followed, the leading edge of India was pushed upwards into a gargantuan fold of rocks 1,500 miles in length. Much the greatest brunt of the collision which bore the “Himalayas” came at the eastern end, where peaks were pushed to the highest heights in profusion. One of these erupted spires was the loftiest mountain in the world.

Not that this was known until AD 1856, when the Surveyor General of India emerged from complex theodolite measurements to announce that “Peak XV” was 29,002 feet. (The British India Survey’s observations, obtained from distances of more than a hundred miles from Peak XV, were impressive: the most modern calculation as to the mountain’s height, made in 1999 with Global Positioning System, is 29,035 feet/8,850 metres.) Feeling that such mountainous stature deserved a rather grander name than Peak XV, the Surveyor General proposed that the mountain be named after his predecessor, George Everest.

There were, in fact, existing local names for the mountain. The Tibetans called it Chomolungma, or “Mother Goddess of the World”, whilst the Nepalese termed it Sagarmatha. In general the British India Survey preferred local nomenclature, in order to avoid accusations of imperialistic insensitivity, but in the case of Peak XV the name Everest was stuck on the map in 1865, and there for Westerners it has stayed.

Despite the official status granted Everest as the world’s highest mountain, nothing more could be learned about it. Squatted on the Nepalese-Tibetan border, it was inaccessible due to geography, and to politics, since both Nepal and Tibet had borders closed to foreigners. When the British traveller J.B.L. Noel infiltrated Tibet in disguise in 1913, he was the first Westerner to come within forty miles of Everest.

In 1921, however, the political problems were overcome, and the Tibetan government allowed a British reconnaissance expedition to Everest. After 400 miles over the Tibetan plateau Lt Col. Howard-Bury’s expeditioners arrived at the mountain’s north side. During the course of the reconnaissance, the East Rongbuk Glacier and the North Col were discovered, which seemed to offer a promising route to Everest’s North East Ridge and thence the summit itself. Much of this reconnaissance was undertaken by an English public school teacher whose name would forever become associated with the mountain: George Leigh Mallory.

All of the ensuing British expeditions pitted themselves against the North Ridge route. In 1922 Geoffrey Bruce and George Finch climbed to more than 27,000 feet before exhaustion turned them back. Spring 1924 found the British again struggling up the North Col. On the expedition’s first summit attempt, Somervell and Norton reached high on the North face, Norton going on a little by himself to reach 28,126 feet/8,573 metres, just below the Great Couloir which leads to the summit itself:

I followed the actual top edge of the band, which led at a very slightly uphill angle into and across the big couloir; but to reach the latter I had to turn the ends of two pronounced buttresses which ran down the face of the mountain, one of which was a prolongation of a feature on the skyline ridge which we called the second step, and which looked so formidable an obstacle where it crossed the ridge that we had chosen the lower route rather than try and surmount it at its highest point. From about the place where I met with these buttresses the going became a great deal worse; the slope was very steep below me, the foothold ledges narrowed to a few inches in width, and as I approached the shelter of the big couloir there was a lot of powdery snow which concealed the precarious footholds. The whole face of the mountain was composed of slabs like the tiles on a roof, and all sloped at much the same angle as tiles. I had twice to retrace my steps and follow a different band of strata; the couloir itself was filled with powdery snow into which I sank to the knee or even to the waist, and which was yet not of a consistency to support me in the event of a slip. Beyond the couloir the going got steadily worse; I found myself stepping from tile to tile, as it were, each tile sloping smoothly and steeply downwards; I began to feel that I was too much dependent on the mere friction of a boot nail on the slabs. It was not exactly difficult going, but it was a dangerous place for a single unroped climber, as one slip would have sent me in all probability to the bottom of the mountain. The strain of climbing so carefully was beginning to tell and I was getting exhausted. In addition my eye trouble was getting worse and was by now a severe handicap. I had perhaps 200 feet more of this nasty going to surmount before I emerged on to the north face of the final pyramid and, I believed, safety and an easy route to the summit. It was now 1 p.m., and a brief calculation showed that I had no chance of climbing the remaining 800 or 900 feet if I was to return in safety.

This was by far the highest that man had ever climbed. Mallory – on his third expedition to Everest – was determined to better it. He was accompanied by Andrew Irvine. They were last seen at midday on 8 June 1924 at the “second rock step” on North East Ridge. When they failed to return, their fellow climber Odell, in a staggering display of loyalty and endurance, searched the entire route from the North Col to 27,000 feet.

Mallory and Irvine became the great enigma of Everest. Did they reach the top? What fate befell them before they disappeared into thin air? Although Irvine’s ice-axe was recovered in 1933 and Mallory’s body in 1999, there are no answers, only more questions. Why did Mallory take the inexperienced Irvine? Was Mallory on a do-or-die mission? Mallory was certainly driven by ambition. As Sir Francis Younghusband wrote of Mallory:

He knew the dangers before him and was prepared to meet them. But he was a man of wisdom and imagination as well as daring. He could see all that success meant. Everest was the embodiment of the physical forces of the world. Against it he had to pit the spirit of man. He could see the joy in the faces of his comrades if he succeeded. He could imagine the thrill his success would cause among all fellow-mountaineers; the credit it would bring to England; the interest all over the world; the name it would bring him; the enduring satisfaction to himself that he had made his life worth while. All this must have been in his mind. He had known the sheer exhilaration of the struggle in his minor climbs among the Alps. And now on mighty Everest exhilaration would be turned into exaltation – not at the time, perhaps, but later on assuredly. Perhaps he never exactly formulated it, yet in his mind must have been present the idea of “all or nothing”. Of the two alternatives, to turn back a third time, or to die, the latter was for Mallory probably the easier. The agony of the first would be more than he as a man, as a mountaineer, and as an artist, could endure.

After the disappearance of Mallory and Irvine, it was nine years before the British – who had an imperialistic monopoly on expeditions to Everest – were upon the mountain. Harris, Wager and Smythe all made Norton’s 1924 record, but no higher. The 1936 Expedition, one of the most powerful ever sent out to the Himalayas, was beaten back by storms and avalanches in a desperately early monsoon. Arguably its most propitious moment was when Frank Smythe allowed Sherpa Rinzing to take the climbing lead. Hitherto, Sherpas, a native people of Tibet, had only been used as porters, or mountain “coolies”. Now they were climbers too.

Two years later, a smallscale British expedition set off in high hopes, but was defeated by the snows of another early monsoon. Everest seemed to be toying with the British who wished to climb it. “We are beginning to look ridiculous,” moaned one old Everest hand, G.I. Finch.

With the arrival of World War II, the curtain came down on the first act of Everest expeditioning. Yet, for all the cumulative embarrassment and disappointment of the British on Everest, their achievements were remarkable. They had got very near the top on three occasions, and this with most rudimentary equipment. In photographs from the 1920s and 1930s, Everest climbers look more kitted for a hill hike than an ascent of a mountain in temperatures zero and below. Here is Smythe describing his ascent kit from 1933:

Our appearance muffled up in all the clothing we possessed resembled the Tweedledum and Tweedledee of Through the Looking Glass. I wore one Shetland vest, a thick flannel shirt, a thick camel-hair sweater, six light Shetland pullovers, two long pairs of Shetland pants, flannel trousers, and over all a silk-lined “Grenfell” windproof suit; my head was protected by a light Shetland balaclava helmet and an outer helmet of Grenfell cloth; and my feet were encased in four pairs of Shetland socks and stockings. The climbing boots were of necessity broad and lightly nailed, but they gripped admirably on the sloping slabs. The ideal gloves for Mount Everest have yet to be designed, but a pair of woollen fingerless gloves and over them a pair of South African lambskin gloves kept the hands reasonably warm.

Although all the British pre-War expeditions possessed oxygen (despite some members being against it on the ethical ground that it was “cheating”), the equipment was heavy and often faulty. When its weight was taken into consideration, it probably gave no overall benefit. Many climbed without it.

The Second World War over, British climbers once again turned their thoughts to the pointed problem of Everest. With the new opening of the Nepalese border, Everest was approachable by a direct route from India and attention switched to Everest’s south side. Reconnaissance in 1950 and 1951 determined that the only viable route onto the mountain was the Khumbu Glacier up to the Western Cwm, a glacier bowl held by Everest, Lhotse and Nuptse. To the disappointment of the British, the Nepalese granted the next permission for Everest – now on a first come and first served basis – to the Swiss, who ascended the South Col in 1952 with Raymond Lambert and Tenzing Norgay reaching 28,210 feet on the South East Ridge. Near the top, but not the top.

And then in 1953 came John Hunt’s British Everest Expedition, with all the weight of history – and experience – behind it. They followed the route they had reconnoitered and the Swiss had pioneered, and made their first bid on 26 May when Evans and Bourdillon reached the South Summit, and could see the final ridge close up. But for the malfunctioning of Evans’ closed-circuit oxygen equipment, they would have gone on to fame. The luck was with the second assault team, Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay (using open-circuit oxygen), who reached the summit at 11.30 a.m. on 29 May 1953. Everest had at last been climbed. This is how Hillary described the moment when humankind reached the top of the world:

My first sensation was one of relief – relief that the long grind was over; that the summit had been reached before our oxygen supplies had dropped to a critical level; and relief that in the end the mountain had been kind to us in having a pleasantly rounded cone for its summit instead of a fearsome and unapproachable cornice. But mixed with relief was a vague sense of astonishment that I should have been the lucky one to attain the ambition of so many brave and determined climbers. It seemed difficult at first to grasp that we’d got there. I was too tired and too conscious of the long way down to safety really to feel any great elation. But as the fact of our success thrust itself more clearly into my mind, I felt a quiet glow of satisfaction spread through my body – a satisfaction less vociferous but more powerful than I had ever felt on a mountain top before. I turned and looked at Tenzing. Even beneath his oxygen mask and the icicles hanging from his hair, I could see his infectious grin of sheer delight. I held out my hand, and in silence we shook in good Anglo-Saxon fashion. But this was not enough for Tenzing, and impulsively he threw his arm around my shoulders and we thumped each other on the back in mutual congratulations.

In retrospect, the 1953 conquest was not the end of the Everest story, only its most important chapter. The mountain was still there, beckoning. The half-century since 1953 has seen over a thousand people struggle to the top of the world, most of them via the Hillary–Tenzing route. Of course, such is the climber’s imagination that all manner of other routes have been devised to the top. In 1960 the Chinese ascended the mountain via the North East Ridge – the route on which the British had repeatedly failed in the 1920s and 1930s – and in 1963 the Americans Tom Hornbein and Willi Unsoeld summited via the “unclimbable” West Ridge. The first Britons to the top – Hillary was a New Zealander in a British expedition – were Doug Scott and Dougal Haston, who scaled the virgin South West Face in 1975. The East or Kangshung Face succumbed to the Americans Lou Reichardt, Kim Momb and Carlos Buhler in 1983. Even on these main faces and ridges there have been variations; in total, some 15 routes have been found up Everest to date.

Of course, sometimes it’s not just the way you go but the way that you do it. The Japanese climber Junko Tabei was the first woman to climb Everest, doing so in 1975. Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler were the first to climb Everest – in 1978 – without oxygen, thus ending a decades-old argument as to whether it was possible to do so. “A single narrow gasping lung, floating over the mists and the summits,” is how Messner described the experience.

It was Messner who then came back in 1980 to perform the feat of mountaineering on Everest sans pareil. He climbed it solo. Again, he climbed without supplementary oxygen.

By the 1990s, climbing Everest was the stuff of commerce. Adventure travel outfits took clients to the top. For the right money.

But anybody who thought that Everest was tamed was deluded. Everest magnanimously lets some crawl up it and down again. The mountain decided to show its unbroken power in 1996, with a sudden storm that left eight climbers dead in a day. They joined the other 150 men and women who have perished on Everest.

Such statistics fail to dissuade climbers from taking their chances on Everest. There are more technically difficult mountains to climb, but only Everest is the highest place on the globe. Most of the Earth’s atmosphere lies below its summit. Mallory once said he wanted to climb Everest “because it is there.” He might have added that it is there to test human endurance and courage.

Everest is an irresistible adventure. Fixed ropes and better clothing may make it easier to ascend than in 1953, certainly more so than 1924, but not easy. And just to make sure that humans never take her for granted, The Mother Goddess of the World has a trick up her icy-cold sleeves.

Due to the continued clash of the Earth’s tectonic plates and the accumulation of snow on her summit, she gets a little bit higher every year.
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Marking the HOLh anniversary of the ascent of Everest,
32 firsthand accounts of the most memorable climbs
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