
JONATHAN TINKER

Climbing the North Ridge of Everest

(Plates 4, 6-9)

In memory ofMark Miller, myfriend andcolleague. Mark should haveshared this
adventure, but he was on the illlated PIA jet which crashed near Kathmandu in
September 1992. Our expedition to the North Ridge went ahead as planned, not as
a memorial, but as a trip that Mark would have enjoyedparticipating in.

A fter Mark's death I had eight months to prepare for the trip to Everest's
North Ridge arranged by the commercial firm Out There Trekking

(OTT). This was not a guided trip. It is worth making clear the distinction.
A commercial expedition means that suitably qualified climbers pay for
someone else to organise the expedition. There are many fine climbers in
demandingjobs who do not have the time to undertake this time-consuming
job but who wish to go to high altitude. The leader co-ordinates everything
and may supply a 'backbone' of good climbers to help push the route. This
style of climbing is not particularly new and there are several historical
cases, from the Duke of Abruzzi to 'Everest the Hard Way', where wealthy
individuals or employees of sponsor companies have gone along as climbers.

To be guided in an Alpine sense is, in my opinion, not possible on the
highest mountains. Often the 'guide' (or leader) is in a different camp
from the client, there is normally a much higher leader/client ratio than
there is in the Alps, rescue can be at best a prolonged affair, and the weather
and objective dangers are of a different order of magnitude. The bottom
line on Everest is that one is operating on the border of what is possible,
and that it is physically impossible (for instance) to carry a man down from
the summit.

The North Ridge is a far tougher proposition than the South Col route.
All the technical difficulties are concentrated in the summit day and, apart
from Mallory and Irvine, many people have died, retreated or got lost in
the bewildering maze of ledges, walls and snow patches above 8000m. We
were working on a very tight budget and it was made clear thanhis was to
be a traditional expedition, with success being defined by getting one man
to the top, whether he be Westerner or Sherpa. Every member had two
chances of success; either he would climb the mountain himself or he
would be part of a successful expedition.

I assembled a team from the UK, France, Finland, Ireland and Australia.
I added 'backbone' by inviting a couple of my friends from eastern Europe.
George Kotov from Russia is an ex-speed climber who has made the first
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Left
3. The crest of the North Ridge of Everest

between the First and Second Steps.
(Dawson Stel/ox) (PIS)

Below
4. The final few metres to the Summit.

(John Tinker) (P2S)
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winter ascents of two 7000m peaks in the Pamirs, and who is OTT's main
man in the former Soviet Union. Maciej Berbeka from Poland, one of the
very best and strongest mountaineers in the world, has made the frrst win
ter ascents of Cho Oyu and Manaslu as well as a new route on Annapurna
South Face, together with near misses on Broad Peak in wirrter and the
South Face of Dhaulagiri. We had been together on K2 and Nanga Parbat,
both in winter, and he is without a doubt the strongest partner I have had irr
the mountains. Another old friend, Jonny Muir from Australia, who
reached the summit in 1988 via the South Col, came along with his wife
Brigitte, hopirrg to make the frrst ascent from the North by a couple. But irr
many ways the most important members were my Sherpa group, 'the
Kharikola posse' led by the workaholic Ang Rita, who were exceptionally
competent and great company.

I had been on the North-East Ridge in 1985 and was pleased to be back.
As Ang Rita said, 'It is a special place.' There were many changes. There
were a few nuns and monks in the monastery. The Chinese had built a
toilet block so much in the style of;;lassic communist brutalism that no
one dared enter. There were many other expeditions strewn about the plain.
These varied greatly in strength. Apart from my own team, the only other
group to reach the summit was a well-organised party of Koreans who put
two men on the summit. Other teams were unlucky: Indians who had
burned themselves out climbing in the monsoon, disorganised Spaniards
who didn't have enough equipment to sustairr a base camp, or bizarre Greeks
who went home early after it had snowed for ten days. Probably the strongest
trip of all was Ed Viesturs' solo expedition to the North Face. The strong
est teams are not necessarily the biggest ones.

We were lucky with our timing. The monsoon petered out as we arrived
at Base Camp. Advanced Base Camp and Camp 1 at the North Col were
quickly established. One of my abiding memories of the trip was of Chris
Brown, who farms near where I live irr North Yorkshire, lookirrg across the
immense wall of the North Face and quietly shakirrg my hand and saying
that he had dreamt of this moment for many years.

There are two main problems with the North Ridge. The North Col at
7000m is a spacious area with room for many tents. Above this there are
very few suitable places to camp. The other great problem is the wind,
which sweeps across the ridge from Nepal into Tibet. By a curious topo
graphical or meteorological quirk, the wind can die down above 8000m.
The ridge is broad and easy all the way to Camp 2, which we placed at
about 7900m. It was a long way in the wind and stopped all but ourselves
and the Koreans. Tents did not last long and no one spent a comfortable
night there. Above the campsite the ground becomes more mixed and we
frxed some rope ... then the trip changed completely.

On 4 October Dr Karl Henize collapsed at ABC. A former astronaut,
he had come to Everest, with support from the American space agency
NASA, to do some research. He was one of a group of four, including



6. Everest from Base Camp. The North Ridge is the left skyline.
(Dawson Srelfox) (pIS)

7. The final slopes of the North Col, with the North Ridge behind.
(Dawson Stelfox) (PIS)
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Harry Taylor, who were involved in an attempt to break the world record
high-altitude parachute jump. They were working as an independent
group, sharing our facilities, but were not there to climb the mountain.

We put Karl on oxygen and took it in turns to carry him down the moraine.
Four members stayed with him that night at the 6000m camp, taking turns
to keep the Gamow bag (the equivalent of a decompression chamber) in
flated. Karl died in the early hours of 5 October. Following his stated wishes,
we buried him near where he died.

For me, this felt like the end of the expedition. We had all liked Karl in
the short time we had known him and I would have been quite happy to
call off the trip immediately. However, everyone else wished to continue
and time was now getting very short. The yaks were due at ABC on 14
October. Camp 2 had been destroyed by the wind and consisted of little
more than a dump of oxygen cylinders.

Maciej had gone very quiet, which I knew was a sign that he was getting
ready for a big effort. His plan was simple but dangerous and physically
very demanding. He would go from Camp I at 7000m straight up to put in
Camp 3 and then climb the mountain the next day. We decided that Lama
Sherpa would carry a load and return to the North Col, and that Lakpa
Nuru Sherpa, who had summited via the South Col three times in the
previous 18 months, would go to the top. I would go up in support the next
day with Babu Chhire Sherpa.

Quite a lot of us were gathered at the North Col by the time Lama came
down. He shared a tent with Babu and me. During the night he developed
snow-blindness and we stayed up to feed him brews and administer fIrst
aid. It was clear and bitterly cold as a large group of us set off well before
dawn. The climbing became a ruthless physical test. Jon and Brigitte were
carrying a tent and stopped to erect it at about 7500m. Bruce Hubbard, a
very strong climber, had to turn back at 7800m with freezing feet. Down
suited and goggled, we said goodbye in classically typical Scottish weather
conditions. I wished he had the One Sport boots which Babu and I were
wearing.

Above 8000m the wind started to die down. Babu and I slowed to a
snail's pace. I was kept going by the fact that we were the only people who
could help Maciej and Lakpa Nuru if anything went wrong. We staggered
into the camp, a solitary tent perched on a promontory on a snow slope at
8150m, where we collapsed in a ruin of down and Gore-Tex. Plugged into
oxygen for the fust time, we quickly recovered. We knew from- the radio
that the fIrst pair had reached the summit, and I was very relieved to see
two tiny fIgures slowly picking their way down. Eventually they reached
the tent, still on oxygen that made them look as if they had come from
another world ... they had.

It was obvious that Maciej had pulled out all the stops. The Sherpas had
not been too keen in bad weather at 7900m the previous day. 'Just 10 more
minutes' had got the group to the top camp. The crest of the ridge leading



8. The Chinese ladder on the Second Step. (John Tinker) (p25)
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to the First Step had looked 'too bloody far away'. They had traversed low
and picked a way across the North Face and found a way directly up to the
foot of the Second Step. This 'OTT deviation' was an inspired piece of
super: high-altitude climbing, achieved in the dark after completing the
equivalent of a full-scale Alpine route the previous day.

The way was clear for Babu and me to have a go. My friends were safe
and our cares had dropped away. Babu had already climbed Everest from
the north and south and decided to sleep but not climb on oxygen. This
would save cylinders for further attempts. Babu and I get on well, sharing
the same sense of humour. He is about SI/2 ft tall and built, as a friend said,
like a professional darts player. His profits from his expeditions go into
building an enormous lodge in his village - a practical pension fund.

We started cooking at 11pm, aiming to get away by 2am.
'How are you feeling, Babu?'
'Great.' Babu always says he feels great.

The tent was being pushed by the wind, so we waited for an hour for it to
die down a bit. One more tea and tsampa and we were ready to go. Out
side the tent it was clear and cold. I felt optimistic.

'Let's do it, Babu.'
It was a privilege to watch a very talented climber fighting his way up a

mountain. Some of the tracks were still visible in the light of our head
torches as we switchbacked up the face: I had never used oxygen before
and was amusing myself fiddling with the flow rates. On one very steep
groove in the yellow rock band we came across ten metres of fixed rope
left by Maciej and Lakpa. Otherwise we climbed unroped. As the sun
rose, Everest cast an enormous shadow over Nepal. The Second Step lit
up like the prow of a ship. Suddenly we came across a short line of steps
from the Korean ascent a week earlier. We had joined the 'normal route'.
We approached the Second Step, part of my mind thinking of Mallory and
Irvine.

An easy rock slab, a little wall and a small snowpatch led to the famous
Chinese ladder. I had been expecting a delapidated caving ladder and was
relieved to see a solid metal structure that is likely to still be there in a
hundred years. To the left was the crack that Xu Yin-hua had climbed in
his socks in 1960. The wall was steep but covered in small holds. It is
possible that Mallory and Irvine, using combined tactics, could have over
come this obstacle.

At the top of the Second Step I changed my oxygen cylinder. The ridge
flattened out and we easily bypassed the so-called Third Step. We were at
870Om. My mask iced up and I ripped it away. We were getting hypoxic,
but it never crossed my mind to dump the now useless oxygen cylinders.
The internal dialogue of any climber on an interminable snow slope was
the same as it had always been: ' ... Stay away from those cornices on the
left ... I wonder what's round the corner ... Why not not take another step?',
but I do remember feeling surprised that all this was happening to me.



9. The Second Step and Summit catch the moming sun.
(John Tinker) (P2S)

10. The Summit of Everest looking SW, 27 May 1993. An oxygen bottle
and prayer flags can be seen about 12ft from the surface on the
NE side of the mountain. (Dawson Stelfox) (pIS, p30)
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We traversed to the right onto the North Face. Tricky mixed climbing, a
bit of tatty rope and pitons. A couple of steps chopped in a bank of frozen
gravel. Dawson had very helpfully supplied a detailed route description
and had warned me about this section.

'Careful ... maybe Mallory and Irvine slipped off here.'
Suddenly we emerged onto the summit ridge, the summit obvious, perched
on a great frozen wave of a cornice. Lots of energy now. It was 9.20am on
the tabletop-sized summit. A couple of oxygen cylinders had been placed
next to a strange tripod adorned with prayer flags. Babu added his and we
thumped each other on the back. I pulled out our sponsors' logos and we
took lots of photos. The world looked as beautiful as it should. I radioed
down to ABC: 'This is for Mark.'

We felt great without oxygen. I remember thinking that I have felt more
tired on top of Ben Nevis. But this burst of adrenalin was revealed as an
illusion when we set off down. At the first outcrop, where we stopped to
get a pocketful of rocks for the other team members, friends and family, we
sat down and found it difficult to get up again.

Red lights started flashing. The wind was rising and the tracks were fill
ing in rapidly. We were a long way from support. Descent became an ordeal
as hypoxia and dehydration made their presence felt. Camp 3 appeared
and we slowly staggered nearer. Descent was misery. As a team, we had
made the first Polish and the second British ascent (or maybe the third ... ) of
the North Ridge of Everest. Thanks to Maciej we had made a new varia
tion on the North Ridge route. It was an almost super-human effort;
back in ABC Maciej's eyes seemed to have changed colour. When he got
back to Poland he had to go straight to hospital. His immune system had
taken a battering. Karl had died. The cost had been too great.

Summary: An international expedition organised by Out There Trekking
was successful on Everest in 1993. On 9 October Maciej Berbeka made the
first Polish ascent of the North Ridge with Lakpa Num Sherpa and on
10 October Jonathan Tinker, expedition leader, made the second British
ascent by the same route, with Babu Chhire Sherpa. Both parties used a
variant, climbing further to the right and avoiding the First Step. There
were 19 climbing members of the expedition, four high-altitude Sherpas
and a research team from the American space agency NASA. Sadly, Dr
Karl Henize, aged 66, a member of the research party, died at 6400m from
high-altitude sickness.
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