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THE JVIouNT EvEREST ExPEDITION,

1933.

BY HUGH RUTTLEDGE.

(The substance of this paper was read before the Alpine
Club, October 31, 1933.)
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HE Dalai Ijama's permission for a fourth expedition to
Everest vvas received late in August 1932. This gave
about four and a half months' time in which to prepare, a.
short enough allowance considering that there had been no·
expedition for nine years, and that the only member of the1924 Expedition who was able to go again was Shebbeare~
now serving in India. Fortunately, however, the advice of
General Bruce and Brigadier Norton wa.s always freely placed
at my disposal, together with that of members of the Mount.
Everest Committee who knew the ropes. Not many innovations were made in equipment and stores. The principal,
perhaps, was the invention of a new kind of tent combining
the properties of an Asiatic ' yurt ' and v: the Arctic tent used
by the late H. G. Watkins in Greenland. In addition, Mr. D. S.
Richards undertook to equip and finance a wireless outfit.
In selecting the party we had the advantage of a nucleus of
climbers with Himalayan experience.1 It was clearly proved.
in 1924 that men vvho had reached considerable altitudes in
the course of the 1922 Expedition acclimatized more rapidly
than the newcomers. Smythe, Shipton, Greene and Birnie
of the Kamet Expedition could therefore be expected to go
high without much preliminary effort. For the others we
had to rely upon their climbing records in the Alps and elsewhere, and trust to severe medical examination to eliminate
those who were unlikely to stand the strain. A party of
fourteen was chosen, because the theory was still held that

The party consisted of the following those marked with an
asterisk possessing previous Himalayan service : I-I. Ruttledge, *
leader; C. G. Crawford,* Captain E. St. J. Birnie,* Major J. E.
Boustead,* P. Wyn Harris, C. R. Greene,* W. W. McLean, J. L.
Longland, E. E. Shipton,* E. 0. Shebbeare,* F. S. Smythe,* G. ·W.
Wood-Johnson,* L. R. Wager, T. A. Brocklebank. To these should
be added Messrs. E. C. Thompson* and W. R. Smijth-Windham *
of the Royal Corps of Signals in charge of the W. T. instruments.
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Sta1ul·i ng. left to ·right :
1
Srnij th-'' ind ha m, G reene, ' r ootl-Johnson, B rocklebank, Captain Russell, B.T.A., Shipton, )fcLean , S rny the, Thompson, 'Vyn IIart'is.
Sitting:
Rnttledgc
ShebLeare
Longla.nd. Birnie, lV'ager, Cra wford, Bous tead.
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climbing might be c-ontinued into the season of the monsoon
should the first attempts fail, and it was therefore necessary
to have ample reserves. Every attempt was made to secure
a party, each member of which, with the possible exception
of the leader and the chief transport officer, should be potentially- capable of taking part in the final as-saults on the
mountain.
The medical examinations, c~nducted by the Central Medical
Board af the Royal Air Force and by Doctor Claude Wilson,
were of extreme severity. The Royal Air Force medical
authorities frankly confessed they knew of no test whereby a
man's capacity to acclimatize on a mountain could be judged ;
Air Force pilots, of course, are unacclimatized; they use
oxygen and are carried to great heights without muscular
effort. But the R.A.F. medical authorities could thoroughly
test a man's general fitness, and make a shrewd guess at his
probable reaction to physical and mental strain. J\fembers
serving abroad were, of course, examined locally.
The main body of the expedition left England on January 20,
1933, the idea being to make an early start from Darjeeling, to
make leisurely progress across Tibet and yet to arrive at the
Base Camp somewhat earlier than our predecessors.
As was done on previous occasions, the expedition split
up into two parties for the early part of the march; the first
under Crawford left Darjeeling on March 3, and was followed
by the remainder on March 8. Just before starting we were
joined by three N.C.O.'s of the l j3rd Queen Alexandra's Own
Gurkha Rifles most kindly select~d by Lieut.-Colonel A. G.
Stone, and seconded for duty by His Excellency the Commander-in-Chief. Close upon their heels came Messrs. E. C.
Thompson and W. R. Smijth-Windham of the Royal Corps
of Signals, who were to work our wireless at the Base Camp.
Both parties proceeded via Gangtok and the Nathu La, combining at Gautsa on March 21. The only incident worthy of
notice on the way was a remarkable game of polo played at
Yatung, for the completion of which it was necessary to
borrow a number of hockey sticks from the 103rd Mahratta
Infantry. Whatever its defects as a game there was no doubt
about its success as a 'gate.'
At Gautsa a heavy snowfall gave the first indic·a tion that
we were travelling somewhat early in the year, but the snow
does not lie long on the Tibetan plateau, and at Phari we had
nothing to complain of except wind. This gave us a considerable hammering on the high land between Phari and
VOL. XLV. NO. CCXLVII.
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Kampa Dzong, but we reached that pleasant little sun-trap
without any casualties. Here we visited the grave of Doctor
Kellas, who died close by in 1921. It had been a good deal
.
knocked about and we had to renew the inscription.
The greater part of our equipment and stores had been sent
on ahead to Kampa Dzong under the charge of our sirdar,
Nursang. H e had it all stacked in r eadiness for us and guarded
by · a ·one-eyed Tibetan mastiff, answering to the outlandish
pame of ' Policey.' This dog was apt to resent an informal
~pproach, but soon got used to · members of the expedition,
British and Sherpa, and only bit her own countrymen. 2
~
~ We found the Tibet~n authorities everywhere most anxious
to be friendly and helpful, so V:le pad no serious transport
difficulties throughout the march. Indeed, the Dzongpen of
Tinkye Dzong was delighted to meet anyone prepared to
relieve the monotony of his life, and the Olympic Games
celebrated at Tinkye, followed by a banquet in his house, are
likely to be r emember ed on both sides.
We got a fright at Chiblung, two marches beyond Tinkye,
where Lobsang Tsering, our postal agent, had a fall from hi$
horse and broke his collar-bone. He very nearly ' passedout ' under the anresthetic. Then pilfering began, and on
re~ching Shekar Dzong on April 10, we discovered serious
losses, especially of porters' high altitude boots and rations.
The Dzongpen, always anxious to oblige, flogged several of
the yak drivers, but no confession resulted .and nothing was
recovered.
Up to this time the weather had, on the whole, been remarkably good ; we had a clear dist·a nt view of Everest from Kampa
Dzong. . We hoped for a much better one frorp. Shekar, but.
after hoisting a telescope and ourselves to the top of the fort
we saw that Everest was under heavy _cloud, and only got
occasional glimpses of the N.E. arete. It was even worse
two marches further on, for the Pang La had a good deal of
snow on it and the mountain was totally invisible.
We reached the Rongbuk Monastery on April 16, to find a
bitter wind blowing straight off Everest, but were consoled by
the fact that the old Lama had just emerged from retreat and
was perfectly willing to bless the expedition. He did this,
as in 1922 and 1924, with full ceremony on the morning of the
17th, much to the gratification of the porters. The same
~

She disappeared mysteriously at about 22,000 ft. on the North
Col? having achieved a canine altitude ' Record '.
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morning we marched the 4 miles to the great moraine heaps
of the Rongbuk Glacier and established the Base Camp.
Up to now the health of the party had been remarkably
good save for the sore throats which see~ inseparable from
travel in this part of Tibet ; but a crowded seance round the
telescope set up . at Rongb_uk, during which the mountain was
closely examined and heavily argued about, resulted in a
crop of chills. Wyn Harris went down with what was afterwards diagnosed as influenza, and Crawford with chest trouble.
Then a porter developed double pneumonia. This was Ondi,
one of our toughest characters and probably a nuisance to the
police at · Darjeeling, but quite undefeatable. All that night
he was given oxygen, and · then Greene and McLean decided
that, if his life were to be saved, he must be carried down to
a lower altitude, in the Kharta Valley, shepherded by Crawford,
whose complaint would probably yield to a similar treatment.
This was a sad blow to Crawford, but he made up his mind
to get well quickly and did so. o·ndi, whose life had been
despaired of, we did not expect to see again for some months.
Exactly four weeks later he turned up at the Base Camp with
a heavy load on his back and demanded to ~e ~mployed on
the mountain.
The plan this year was to move slowly up the East Rongbuk
Glacier so as to give both Sahibs and porters plenty of time in
which to get used to an increasing altitude ;· also to stock each
camp fully before a move forward so that it could be held in
any conditions of weather. From Shekar Dzong I had sent
off a man to collect porters from Solah Khombu. These men,
together with locally recruited Tibetans, would carry as far
as Camp II and thereby keep our own porter corps fresh for
the work higher up. Unfortunately, our messenger was
delayed by heavy snow on the passes and for a considerable
time we were anxious about our transport problem . . However, we had sufficient Tibetans for the II;l.Oment and could
also use our own porters lightly laden. So the first step forward
was made on April 19, when a carry was mad~ to Camp I,
everybody returning the same evening. The greater part of
the old shelf above the glacier was still in excellent order, but
a landslip at the corner made the use of animal transport out
of the question. Camp I was fully occupied by April 21,
just in time for an outbreak of bad weather.
We had arrived at the Base Camp twelve days earlier than our
predecessors, but the fact that the mountain was not expecting
us was pushed home when prospecting parties reported. heavy
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snow above Camp I on the moraines of the- East Rongbuk
Glacier. A way was eventually found without much difficulty,
and Camp II was established by Shipton, Smythe, Boustead
and Wood-Johnson by April 26. Birnie, Greene, Longland,
Brocklebank and I followed next day in brilliant weather.
The advance party informed us that they .had had 50° F.
of frost on the previous night.
The site at Camp II is rather low-lying and offers no view
of the upper reacheS' of the East Rongbuk Glacier. A good
deal of time may be lost here if an attempt is made to force a
passage into the trough through the ice seracs and among the
glacier crevasses. Several members, therefore, climbed some
distance up the mountain-side behind Camp II and were thus
able to spot a way without difficulty. But, the weather again
turning bad, three attempts to find Ca.mp III were turned
back. The trough had a lot of snow in its upper reaches, and
a strong W. '\Vind made conditions on the upper part of the
glacier unpleasant. Shipton, Birnie, Smythe, Longland,
Boustead and Wood-Johnson forced their way through on
May 2 with all available porters, and found the old camp,
sending down most of the men for the night.
The experience of 1924 showed how vitally important it
was to make Camp III impregnable. At the moment it was
lightly held, bt1t an Arctic tent and porters' bell-tent had been
s·e t up and there was no need for a retreat during the bad c'Onditions which prevailed on May 3 and 4. The porters at
Camp II were rested on those days, and on the 5th, Greene,
Wood-Johnson, Brocklebank and I with 45 men set forth to
make Camp III justify its name as an advance base. There
was much new sno'v in the trough and a bitter wind blowing
on the glacier above. One or two 'old soldiers ' among theporters were a little inclined to turn back when the upper
glacier was reached. But a few winged words and the splendid
keenness of the younger men carried the day.
Llakpa Chedi,3 the old tiger of 1924, was a tower of strength
at Camp III. Though nominally our mess man, he had not
the slightest intention of being mistaken for a waiter. His
influence over th-e men was very great ; he announced his
resolve to try and reach Camp VI, overrode all timorous·
objections from the ' old soldiers,' and conveyed much of his
own gallant spirit to the young thrusters. His help was of
particular value at this time, for we had some frightful weather
3

A portrait of Llakpa Chedi appears in A.J. 44, facing 118.
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at C.amp III, which Llakpa Chedi himself declared to be somewhat worse than in 1924. One or two of us who spent a n~ght
in Meade tents to avoid congestion in the Ar~ctic tent were
able to realize something of what our predecessors went through.
Though our sleeping-bags were uncommonly good it was unpleasant to have fine powder snow driven through the door
and even, it seem-ed, through the wall of a Meade ; and when
both Arctic tents were pitched there was a unanimous rush
to occupy them. The porters meanwhile were loud in their
praises of their bell-tents. The condition and spirit of the men
were splendid. Birnie had a large number of applicants to
choose from for the higher climbs.
Wyn Harris, who had made a characteristically rapid recovery
from his in.fiuenza, turned up with Wager on the morning of the
6th. The weather was rough, and both had a splendid crop
of icicles dependent from what they were pleased to call their
beards. We now had eleven members at Camp III, all fighting
fit and acclimatizing rapidly. There was practic.ally no sign
of lassitude, loss of appetite or sleeplessness. We should have
plenty of reserves for the work on the North Col.
We were very anxious to know what changes had occur~ed
on the North Col slopes during the last nine years, and particularly if that little ledge just below the crest was still in
existence. The first sight of the North Col was not very
encouraging, for not a sign could be seen of the ledge. Closer
inspection, however, revealed a depression on the slopes about
250 ft. below the crest., where it seemed just possible that a
camp might be placed. The point could only be decided by
going there. It was obvious that the route used by the 1924
party was out of commission. Here was now a long unbroken
ice slope, which it would take weeks to cut up. Moreover, it
was raked by avalanches. Everything pointed to our being
obliged to take the 1922 route, where particular care would be
needed in view of the disaster which had occurred there. It
could be seen that a large horizontal crevasse split the face
one-third -of the way up, while some hundreds of feet higher
there was an ice wall 40 or 50 ft. high which looked a formidable
obstacle. Clearly, we could not hope to place Camp IV as
conveniently as our predecessors ; the 250 odd feet of steep
slope above the depression would make a fatiguing start for
the carries to Camp V.
With so much man power at Camp III there was no need
for a single pair of climbers to undertake the task of scaling
the North Col. Parties were made up to· do th~ work in shifts,

.
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each man cutting steps for about twenty minutes at a time.
Our tentative reconnaissance on May 7, during which the
wind was very bad, showed that the approach to the foot of
the slopes was fatiguing. The wind had· swept the glacier
clear of snow for the moment and the ice was extremely hard
and slippery. As. the only member ·of the party wearing
crampons I could advance with some approach to dignity;
a;nd· Shipton, in a pair of new boots, appeared to be enjoying
himself. The ot;hers made a more painful passage. We
decided to push up a subsidiary camp, Ilia, to the foot of the
slopes, just .out of reach of possible avalanches. This would
save both ~ime and energy ·to the working parties. The work
was begun by Shipton, Smythe, Greene and Longland on
May 8. They were joined on the 9th by Birnie, Wyn Harris
and Wager, and on the lOth by Boustead. Camp Ilia was
naturally expected to r eceive protection from the W. wind.
In _fact, gales attacked it from every direction: from the W.
down currents descended vertically upon the tents, while
wind from the N. and E. did its best to blow them off the
glacier, and actually succeeded in staving in two struts of an
Arctic tent during the night, to the infinite discomfort of
Greene and Wager, who ·volunteered to repair the damage.
This bad weather slowed down the work considerably, and
Camp IV was not finally established until May 15. Most
fortunat ely a contingent of 46 Solah Khombu men turned up
at Camp II on May 13, and proved capable of carrying not
only to Camp III but even higher.
No time was to be lost, for on May 12 I received a weather
report that there were signs of an approaching monsoon E.
of Ceylon. This was, of course, t erribly upsetting, for one
could r easonably have expected that the monsoon would not
appear till at least a fortnight later. No good purpose could
have been served by quicker progress up the glacier and an
earlier attack on the mountain, for the wind and cold would
certainly have driven us down and would probably have caused
casualties. All that we could do now was to push on with
the establishment of the higher camps as quickly as possible and make the assault the moment the climbers were
r eady.·
Presumably the ledge now occupied was the same as that
used in 1922 and 1924, but carried down some distance by
gl~cier movement. It was very narrow, not more than 16 ft.
wide anywhere and was the lower lip of a fairly big crevasse
of which the upper lip, some 40 ft. high, hid from view the
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250ft. of ice leading to the crest .of the North Col. The great
crevasse, one-third of the way up, gave no difficulty, for it
was well bridged-over at its southern end, but Smythe had a
difficult job cutting up the 40-ft. ice wall farther up the slopes,
The snow between the crevasse and this ice wall, at a place
which we called the 'punch bowl,' lay at an easier angle than
elsewhere, but we always considered this ·particular place
somewhat dangerous. More than 1000 ft. of rope were fixed,
beginning at a point about 200 ft. above the foot of the North
Col; and a rope ladder presented by the Yorkshire Ramblers
Club was ·attached to a strong piton at the top of the ice wall.
From Camp IV an awkward ice corner had to be turned to
the S., followed by a somewhat treacherous traverse, and then
a direct ascent to the crest. All this had to be roped also.
Cra-wford, who had thrown off his chest trouble, and Brocklebank made the North Col slopes their special preserve ; and
they made no less than six ascents and descents, convoying
porters and keeping the track open. Brocklebank contrived
to bring up two drums 9f telephone wire on his back, paying
the wire out as he came up. The unostentatious work of these
two climbers was beyond all praise.
On the 16th, Smijth-Windham brought up a ~ireless receiver
and transmitter to Camp III ~s if he had been used to this
kind of thing all his. life. The very first wireless message
received here informed us that the monsoon was well on the
way. It was ushered in by an appalling gale which lasted
from· the 17th to the 19th, preyenting all progress, though
Smythe and Shipton did make two ascents o~ the long snow
~lope on the N. ridge. On the 20th there was a temporary
lull and an.attempt was made with porters to establish Camp V~
The~e seems to have been some misunderst~nding as to the
correct site, and the party returned after dumping loads at
the top of the snow.slope. I went up to Camp IV on the 21st,
and after a long discussion it was arranged that a party consisting of Wyn Harris (in charge), Greene, Birnie and Boustead,
with 20 porters, pf whom 8 were specially selected to go on
to VI, should set out next morning with 'the definite object of
establishing Camp V at not less than 25,500 ft. Wager and
Longland would accompany this party for training purposes
and descend the same day.
The morning of the 22nd broke fine. I accompanied the
climbers as far as the North Col and was delighted to observe
the fin~ spirit of the men, among whom was Llakpa Chedi,
who -was · determined to ·get to Camp VI -if he possibly could.
•

•
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The re_sult more than jU;stifie.d our hgpe:s ; Camp V w~-a G$ta,l)-

•

lisbed .a t the foot of ~ prominept buttreas on the ridg.e~, a,t a
beight e_stim.:~·te.d to be 2.5,700 ft. At thi~ point ther~ wars ~
g~ltld le.dge, accommodating four tent-s. -O nly one man broke
down, and he was shepherded back by Longlnnd. ·Greene,
who ha.d only one .d ay's acclimatiz&tioJl at Camp IV., had the
b~.d luck to strain his heart temporarily, though he not only
s:t ruggled up to Camp V but took a good share in eneon;raging
the ·m en_. Bouste~d als_o did goo.d wor~ as whipper-in. Finch'~s
.Q-~mp of 1922 was passed on the w~y a,;nd G.r eene found ~n
p~ygen cylinder still in perfect working order, deriving some
tempor.ary benefit from it·s conte;nts. He also fo11n4, a littl~
farther on, a se~led tin of E:o.dak tilrn. Unfortunately it was
di~cove;red later that the fl.lm· was un.e;xposed.
A change had now to be made in the parties. Gr,ee~e w~s
for the time being out of action and returned tD Camp I\T the
~.arne evening. Wood-Johnson_
, whD up to now had shDwn
much promise., mo~t unfortunately contracted a ga.stric ul~er
at Camp Ill. Wager joined Wyn Harri.s a-s climbing comp~nion
and rem~ine,d on at V ; and it was intended that these two,
with Birnie and Boustead, should make thems~Jves responsible
for the establishment of Camp VI next day. Now followed
three days of frightfql weather. No sign~ls could be observ~.d
from Camp lV; snow was being driven horizontally away t9
leeward, and the roar of the wind .m ade us anxious for. the
party maroone.d at V. They had en.o ugh provisions for four
da,ys, but ;m:qst positively b~ relieved b_y the 25th. A te;mporary
improvement on the morning ot the 23r<l, though signals
w&re -still invisible, decided Smythe and Shipt.on to go "to V
in :a.cco;rdance with ~ prearranged plan by whjch Camp VI
was to be ma,d.e on thi.s day while they came up to V in support.
They fought their way up with consi.derable difficult_y , only to
find that the other~s had not started and that there wa,s not
roorn for si~ clirpb.ers at V. Wyn Harris and Wager very
unselfishly came .down to IV that .evening with the intention
of ret-u rning next day -and reversing the ~oles oi the climbing
parties.. Heavy vvind and sn.ow rendered this jmpossible, and
it was not until the 25th that we could sta:~;t up again t.o re,.
infpree Camp V. \Ve met t4e oth~rs coming down, jn ~ ~fl,d
state of disrepair. Boustead had ch·~effully prop.osed that
they abould go for Camp VI tbftt morning, pn tbe gr,~tuit·ous
a.s~surnption tha,t the winA would b_e 1es~ ~evere higoor up ;
put wis.e r cou_ns.~ls pr~vai.led ~nd wer.~ indeed n~c~~sit.at~d by
tb.e f~ct tba,t -~ev~ral of tbe pqrte~s in arr~JJ.Billi th~_ir lo~di
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Among them, unhappily,. wa.s.

Llakpa Chedi.
Meanwhile, the position at Camp IV was rapidly becoming
untenable. Snow was beginning to slip off the ice above the
ledge a.n d threatening to overwhelm the tents. We decided
to move up on to the North Col at once where there was just
room to make Camp IVa an .e xposed but safe position.
Shipton, Smythe, Wyn Harris, Wager, Longland and Birnie
~a,rried this out, while Boustead, whose leave was up, Gre.e ne,
Crawford, Brocklebank and I, with the frost-bitten porters,
commenced with :some trepidation a descent of the North Col
slopes, on which much new snow had fallen. Although there
we;re avalanche tracks on both side.s of our ro\lte we found the
latter in fa,ir condition. It was impossible to keep many
climbers at the new Camp IVa because there was only just
room there for two Arctic tents, one of which must be at the
di.sposal of the fresh porters.
·
Camp V was re-established on the 28th, and on the 29th.,
a perfect morning, Wyn Harris, Wager and Longland, with
eight porters, established Camp VI at a height .of 27,400 ft.,
about 300 ft. below two small towers which can be seen on
the skyline of the N.E. arete about 400 yards E. of the fir~t
step~ Owing to cold, they made a somewhat late start, and
to save time left the N. ridge making an almost direct line for
their objective. This entailed some rather difficult climbing,
but the porters, who were only carrying about 12 lbs. each,
ascended magnificently. As they began their descent, one
of the sudden blizzards which were such a feature this year
sprang up from the W., and Longland found himself faced
with a difficult and responsible ta.s k. Very wisely he traversed
almost horizontally eastward, much troubled by bad visibility,
as a consequence of which he nearly got too far to the east.
But he kept his head, found the N. ridge and brought his
party in safety to the North Col. This was a performance of
which any mountaine.e r might justly be proud. Not one porter
was frost-bitten or put perman.e ntly out of action. So high
was their spirit that later on when another attempt was being
organized several of them volunteered to go to Camp VI again.
Next day W_y n Harris and Wager made the first assault.
According to our plan, formulated and much discussed in
England ~nd during the voyage out, they were to begin by
a reconnais~ance of the second step. If they succeeded in
climbing thi.s, they would go for the summit along the N.E ..
arete. If they failed to climb this step, they would descend
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on to Norton's traverse route and attempt to reach the summit
that way.. On their r eturn they woulQ. r eport to Smythe and
Shipton, who ha d .meanwhile come up to Camp VI, and the
latter would use their own judgment. A party faced with
two alternatives is necessarily subjected to delay. It was a
cold morning at Camp VI, and the climbers did not get ·off until
5.40 A.M. Traversing diagonally upwards they found, after
about an hour's climbing, an ice-axe which must have belonged
to either Mallory or Irvine. It was lying loose on a slab at an
angle of about 30°, about 60 ft. below the creBt of the N.E.
arete. The maker was Willisch of Taesch. I understand
that a number of Willisch axes were ·supplied to the expedition
in 1924, so we cannot be certain whether this axe was being
used by Mallory or by Irvine, but one of the two it must have
been, because Norton and Somervell t raversed the N. face by
a lower route. It is, of course, difficult to be sure whether
this axe was dropped during the ascent or the descent.
Probability favours the former ; for, had Mallory and Irvine
proceeded by the ridge route which Mallory himself favoureq,
or by Norton's tr~verse, they would almost certainly have
descended by a traverse somewhat lower down. It seems
probable, therefore, that they fell at this place during the
ascent. The slabs, though not exactly difficult, are smooth,
and a slip would not be easy to correct.
.
Wyn H arris and Wager obtained a good frontal view of
the second step soon after their arrival below the first step.
The former looked quite impregnable to direct assault. It
rises for about 100- ft. direct from the very narrow arete, in
shape very like the bows of a battle cruiser, smoot4 and unbroken. But there seemed to be a promising way of turning
it by proceeding along the very top of the 1000-ft. thick
yellow limestone band which connects with the bottom edge·
of the lower of the two black bands crossing the face of the
mountain and of which the first and seconQ. steps are respectively the beginnings. At some distance along this route could
be seen a gully by which it might be possible to reach the arete
beyond and above the second step. A good deal of time was
spent in examining the possibilities, and then the climbers
moved warily along the top of t he yellow band, the angle of
th~ rocks steadily increasing, and tried the gully. This proveda snare and a delusion ; it was only a shallow indenture in the
face of the smooth, dark limestone precipice, and it petered
out higher up. The face at this point would probably be
unclimbable anywhere, but at a height of 28,"000 ft. it was
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-o ut of the question. Most of us think that the second ~tep
should not receive further consideration, and that it will save
. time if future parties go straight for Norton's route. Wyn
Harris and Wager were now very near the great snow couloir
which r~ns down close to the foot of the final pyramid.
They edged their way carefully round the corner into it, to
find themselves within a few feet of its head where the rocks
are perpendicular and even overhanging in places. They
here saw that they could have made an easier traverse lower
down ; but they carried on, now roped up, and at once got
into great difficulties on the sloping slabs, which had a coating
of snow. By 12.30 P.M. they were on the western wall of the
couloir, and had to come to a decision. Wyn Harris was
fairly fresh; Wager thought he might be able to continue
for another hour. The rocks above and to their right did not
look absolutely impossible, but further progress would obviously
be .extremely slow. It was too late to reach the summit and
return in safety, and the climbers had also an uncomfortable
feeling that they had not explored to their full satisfaction
the possibilities of the second step. They felt that the onus
lay heavily upon them to make absolutely sure on this point.
They were not exhausted, and thought that they might on
their return try to reach the arete between the first and second
steps and so get a still closer view. They therefore turn~d
and, traversing by a slightly lower and less difficult series of
ledges, arri_v ed once more at the foot of the first step. But
the strain had told, and they found themselves unable to climb
directly upwards. They continued towards Camp VI, and
4
while Wyn Harris retrieved the Willisch axe, Wage-r, by a
last effort, dragged himself to the crest of the a rete a short
distance E. of the first step. He is the only man who has
lo'oked down that stupendous S.E. face. What he saw here
convinced him that the N.E. ridge is extremely narrow and
difficult. Having reported their doings to Smythe and Shipton,
who m eanwhile had arrived at Camp VI, they spent the night
at V, where Birnie was in support. On the way down to IV
next morning Wyn Harris had a narrow escape while glissading
down a short sno:w slope which had a pronounced c~mber
towards · the east. He only stopped himself just _. in time
with his axe.
Smythe and Shipton, meanwhile, decided to make assurance
•

The axe was in perfect condition, not even rusted.
Harris abandoned
his
own
in
its
place
.
.
4

•
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.4o11.bly sure by an inspection of the secon,d ~tep next d-ay.
This they were prevented from doing by a heavy snow fall
which kept t~em to their tent throughout the 31st. On
June 1, though snow lay heavily on the slabs, they set out to
make the best of things and go straight for Norton's traverse.
Sh~pton, who had neither eaten nor slept well, found himself
unable to proceed beyond the base of the first step. We had
de.cided long ago that it was the duty of a climber to watch
his own condition and not allow himself to .r each a stage of
exhaustion which precluded him from making his own way
back to camp. Also, that his companion would be justified
in continuing an ascent alone. Shipton was able to re.aeh
Camp , VI and descend to · V the same afternoon. H.e was
much hampered by another of the almost daily . gales which
sprang up without warning. · At one point he let himself
down by his hands from a ledge on to a small snow slope which
promptly slid away under his feet. He only had just sufficient
strength to pull }.limself back to sa.fety. ·The intolerable wind
made him think for a moment of trying to regain Camp VI.
Had he given way to this impulse he would almost certainly
have been lost, but fortunately he carried on and reached
Camp V masked in ice.
Meanwhile Smythe continued on his solitary way, following
the route of his predecessors. He had more sn·ow to contend
with on the slabs, but he made good progr.es.s and reached the
same point on the western wall of the couloir at 10.0 A.M. It
is interesting to note that in crossing the couloir he found
patches of fairly hard snow in it. He had to cut steps. This,
of course, was infinitely preferable to the dangerous powder
snow usually found here. Presumably it can only hav:e been
due to wind pressure, for there is strong evidence to show that
the sun has no power to melt snow at this altitude, and there
is, therefore, no re-freezing process. By 11.0 A.M. Smythe was
was forced to turn back; it had taken hin1 a good hour to
climb sorn e 50 ft.
The fresh snow lying on the slabs to a depth of many inches
set a seal on the hopes of the Expedition. Had further progress
been possible Wyn Harris and Wager on their day, and Smythe
on his, would probably have worked their way across the
western wall of the couloir and reached the subsidiary snow
.couloir which breaks through the direct limestone wall at this
point. It is the only breach in the defences. Could that snow
be ascended a point would be reached where the angle of the
N. face eases off considerably and there would be an excellent
'

'
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aha.nc·e of· reaching the summit. This year's climbers are of
opinion that the great couloir should be· crossed 200 or 300 ft.
lower down, from which point the subsidiary couloir could be
more easily ·e ntered. Wyn H·a rris has made the suggestion
that at this, the most difficult ·part of the climb, it might be
worth while to use a light oxygen apparatus, which might· administer to the climbe:tt a ' cocktail,' thus helping him to
make a tremendous effort just when it was required.
In the e.x isting circumstances; the rocks were utterly un.•
climbable, and Smythe, still comparatively fresh and with
plenty of time in hand, had the mortification of realizing that
the summit was out of rea·eh. He in his turn traversed back
by a lower route a;long- th·e ledges of the yellow band and spent
his third night, this time alone, at Ca:t;np VI. He seems to
have had no distaste for cookery, and made himself extremely
comfortable. That night he slept for 13 hours during which
a gale was driving fine snow into the tent and piling it up
heavily outside. Waking much refreshed in the morning, he
had a momentary idea of having a :final look at the second
s,tep ; but the rising gale soon convinced him that he would
b~ prudent to descend without delay. He had a very bad. time
on the slabs below Camp VI and was more than once blown
off his feet by gusts, but secured himself by means of his' axe.
As he approached Camp V he saw Shipton and Birnie commencing their descent and he carried on to reach Camp IV
in the evening. Though slightly frost-bitten in the toes, his
general condition was wonderfully good and his heart was
found to be quite unaffected. Shipton's condition was nearly
as good, but he was speechless with laryngitis. Wyn Harris
and Wager had temporarily dilated hearts ; and Birnie, who
had spent 8 nights at Camp V, stood in considerable need of
tnedic·al attention. Before another assault could be organized,
it was clearly necessary to take the whole party down to the
Base Camp fo-r a rest. It will be und~rst0od that the formation
of' the higher camps and the two assaults on the mountain
had been carriHd through in what was really monsoon weather.
The mountain was rapidly becoming a snow peak;·
avala,nches were beginning to fall, especially from the lower
reaches of the N.E. ridge ; and the slopes of the North Col
could not b·e guaranteed as safe. We still had a dim hope that,
if a long break in the monsoon oC'curred, the mountain would
temporarily become fit :for climbing. That was why a return
up the glacier was organized and begun on June 11, after a
drastic me-dical inspection which passed Smythe, Shipton 1
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Wyn Harris, Langland, Greene, Crawford, Brocklebank arid
myself as fit for further service. Greene had not really
recovered as yet, but McLean was out of action and Greene
was determined that we should not be without an 11.0. We
soon discovered that it is difficult to stage ' come-backs ' on
Everest, for Wyn Harris and Longland suffered from sleepless. ness and lack of appetite at Camp III and would not have
been r eally fit for action even had the opportunity arisen.
Smythe and .Shipton seemed pretty fit, but it was obvious that
everyone had lost a good deal of weight, and I think that even
these two would have suffered severely had they ·gone really
high again. Crawford and Brocklebank, both of whom had
acclimatized slowly, were now going well ; but they never
had a chance. They made a pilgrimage to the foot of the
North Col only to discover that the fixed ropes were buried
nearly 2ft. in snow, and an ascent would be fraught with grave
danger of disaster. An avalanche had buried half the ladder
on the ice wall.
We waited at Camp III some days, in the course of which
Smythe, Shipton, Crawford, Brocklebank and I ascended the
peak, 22,340 ft. high, to the E. of the Rapiu La. From this
we could see the S.E. face of Everest, a magnificent sight but
not within the range of mountaineering politics.
. There was often fine sunny weather in the mornings, and the
eye of faith seemed occasionally to discern a slight diminution
of the snow high up on the mountain. But the evening storms
invariably replaced and even added to the total. Eventually,
on June 21, we gave it up and r eturned to the Base Camp.
Everest from this point looked whiter than ever. Some
members still hoped that a really genuine break in the monsoon
might occur in July or August and permit of further operations. The meteorological expert at Alipore was consulted
and local opinion taken. Both agreed that once the monsoon
has broken Everest is ~nlikely to plear before the end of
September. It was suggested that a small party might be
left at the Base Camp to stay at least until the end of August
a.nd observe weather conditions. The Political Agent for
Sikkim gave his opinion that as permission for this year's
attempt had only been obtained with difficulty, it . might be
well for us to carry the thing through to the end ; but the
Mount Everest Committee very wisely decided that the expedition should be r ecalled, and we left Base Camp on July 2.
We were undoubtedly beaten by the early arrival of the
monsoon, coupled with the same kind of disturbances which
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Col Maudit and other Climbs.

wrought such havoc in 1924. We were denied those few days
of grace· which might have given a fair chance of success to
SO· strong a party.
We are agreed that the mountain, if it is ever climbe~ . at
all, will be climbed in late May or early June ; · but strong
~eserves of men thoroughly .acc.ustome~ to guideless climbing
are necessary, because .it is very .doubtful if a man, however
~.trong, can make more than one really high ascent, and becaus·e
practically every member should be capabl~ of independent
movement on the mountain.
.
A last word must be said about the porters_. With few
exceptions their beh~viour was beyond praise. Without them
we could have done nothing, and our respect and affection for
them are an :abiding memory.
.

•
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[See the Survey of India n1ap, Mount Everest and Environs,
scale 2 miles to 1 inch (1 : 126,720). For the approaches, see
the Expedition m~p, 1921 : scale, 4 miles to 1 inch.
. For other illustrations of Everest and adja·c ent peaks see
'A.J.' 33, 295, 297; 34, 116, 210, 347, 431, 448 et seq.; 36,
195, ·214, 217, 260, et seq.; 43, 3. See also 'G.J.' and the
three 'Mount Everest ' volurnes, 1921, 1922 and 1924.]
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MAUDIT AND OTHER CLIMBS~

BY T. GRAHAM BROWN..

(Read before the Alpine Club, November 1, 1932.)

LTHOUGH Col Maudit had been longer in my thoughts,
our first meeting was in 1931, and we came to know each
other more intimately in the following season. There is a
curious similarity between the events which came my way in
the rnonths of July, 1931 and 1932. The weather "\vas bad
in each, but worse in the latter year ; in each, we laid long
siege to the great classical routes on the Italii1n side of Mont
Blanc, and acco1nplished one of them at the very end of the
month; the days of waiting were occupied in every case by
many lesser adventures amongst w·hich we had the good
fortune to number new ascents ; and in each, Col 1\faudit was
the object of our last expedition.
·
· The weather of July 1932 was worse than that of the 1931
seaso·
n
,
but
we
had
greater
fortune
during
last
summer.

