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HIMALAYAN SCIENTIFIC EXPEDITION
196061

(A Himalayan Winter, Rakpa Peak, Ama Dablam, Makalu)

By MICHAEL WARD

r § \uE Himalayan Scientific and Mountaineering Expedition led by
l Sir Edmund Hillary and sponsored by Field Enterprises Educa-
tional Corpn. had three main objects. First, a thorough inves-
tigation into the legend of the Abominable Snowman; second, an
investigation of the long-term effects of high altitude on man and,
third, the ascent of Makalu without the use of oxygen. During the
winter, too, a programme in physical geography would be carried out,
including glaciology, metereology, and solar radiation studies. 'The
second and third stages of this expedition were complementary to one
another, as a number of physiological observations were going to be
made on the upper slopes of Makalu. It was hoped, too, that members
of the wintering party would be so acclimatised that the ascent without
oxygen would be not too big a burden.

The quest for the Abominable Snowman was carried out in and
around the Rolwaling Valley. The party consisted of: Sir Edmund
Hillary; Dr. Larry Swan, an ecologist from Chicago; Martin Perkins,
Z.00 Director from Chicago; John Dienhart, also from Chicago; Dr.
Tom Nevison; Desmond Doig of the Statesman, Calcutta; George
Lowe; Peter Mulgrew; Pat Barcham and Michael Gill. To the north
of the Rolwaling Valley lies a group of mountains dominated by Men-
lungtse and Gaurisankar. It was in this region that Eric Shipton and
[ in 1951 saw some footprints that could be attributed to the ‘Yeti’.
No evidence of the Yeti was found in the Rolwaling, although many
legends and footprints were encountered. In addition, a skin of the
very rare blue bear was discovered and two pandas were captured alive.
These investigations took from the end of the monsoon until October.
The party then traversed the T'esi Lapcha into Sola Khumbu, where
they looked at the Yeti scalps kept at Dingboche Monastery and also
at Khumjung. Thanks to the efforts of Desmond Doig, the elders of
Khumjung were persuaded to part with their scalp for a limited period.
An elder of the village went with the scalp as its guardian and the trio,
Sir Edmund Hillary, Desmond Doig and Kumbo Chumbi, plus scalp,
duly left Khumjung for a round-the-world trip.
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Whilst these negotiations had been carried out a further party had
been erecting two huts in the upper reaches of the Mingbo Valley.
‘T'his party consisted of Norman Hardie, Jim Milledge, Wally Romanes
and Barry Bishop. These huts were to be used by the wintering party
for their physiological research programme.

The highest known permanent habitation in the world 1s at Acon-
guilcha, a mining village in the Andes. 'T'his is at a height of 17,500 ft.
For any study of the long term effect of residence at very high altitudes
a hut must be put higher than this. A number of sites in the Khumbu
region were considered and finally the choice fell on a col just south of
Ama Dablam. This col was crossed for the first time in 1951 and
appeared relatively easy of access. An attempt was made to put our
prefabricated hut on this col in October. Unfortunately, although the
site at the head of the Hongu Glacier was good, access to the hut was
not as easy as we thought, the last 500 feet being up a steep snow slope.
The proposed site was also very exposed to the prevailing wind. The
Silver Hut, as it was called, was therefore placed on the upper part of
what became known as the Rakpa Glacier. Its height was 19,000 ft.
—high enough for our physiological programme.

About 1,200 ft. lower down a wooden hut was built by Wally Romanes,
the wood carried up by Sherpas from Thyangboche. This remarkable
building had four bunks, a stove and enough space for a bench. Be-
cause of the green canvas covering the roof and walls, this was known,
unimaginatively, as the Green Hut. The huts were finished by the
middle of November and the Silver Hut was occupied continuously
from the beginning of December until the end of April. As we found
that the members of the wintering team were acclimatising and working
very well for long periods at 19,000 ft. (rather to our surprise) we used
the Green Hut mainly as a staging point.

Sir Edmund Hillary and his party left Sola Khumbu at the end of
November and did not return to the field until nearly four months later
towards the end of March. Sir Edmund made a flying visit of one day in
January, the Yeti scalp having by then proved to be a piece of goat skin,
and deposited this and its guardian Kumbo Chumbi at Khumjung.
He then returned by helicopter to Katmandu and thence to New
Zealand.

The wintering party was led by Dr. Griffith Pugh of the Medical
Research Council. 'The other members were Dr. J. Milledge, a regis-
trar in Thoracic Medicine at Southampton Chest Hospital; Dr. John
West of the M.R.C. Respiratory Unit at the Post-Graduate Medical
School, Hammersmith; Prof. S. Lahiri, a research physiologist at the
Presidency College, Calcutta; Michael Gill, a student at the Medical
College, Dunedin; Barry Bishop, a glaciologist, carried out a physical
geography programme ; Capt. S. B. Motwani, .A.M.C.; Wally Romanes,
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a builder and electrician from New Zealand; and myself, a senior
surgical registrar at the London Hospital. Capt. Tom Nevison,
U.S.A.F., from Brooks Air Force Base in Texas, stayed until the middle
of January and then returned in the Spring for the attempt on Makalu.

The programme that we carried out was divided between us, with
each member responsible for a portion. For instance, John West
carried out experiments on the diffusing capacity of the lung, Grift
Pugh worked on blood volume and cardiac output, Dr. Lahiri on blood
biochemistry, Michael Gill on psychometric tests, Jim Milledge on the
sensitivity of the respiratory centre to oxygen lack and myself on blood
and urine analysis. In addition we carried out a number of experiments

which needed three or more people and had to fit in our own work
accordingly.

WINTER

At the end of November the remaining four members of the wintering
party, Dr. John West, Capt. Motwani, Dr. Lahiri and myself gathered
in Katmandu. We spent a frustrating ten days trying to find and gather
equipment held up in the octopus-like tentacles of the Indian Customs
at Calcutta. Finally these long fingers of red tape were cut and we set
out on an 18-day march to Namche Bazaar. The weather was perfect
and for the first time I saw the full beauty of the approaches to Sola
Khumbu and the peaks South of Namche Bazar. Numbur, Karyolung,
and Kangtega were majestic against the blue sky.

We reached Mingbo (15,000 ft.) during the second week in December.
This 1s the uppermost yak grazing pasture of the Mingbo Valley and
it served as our Base Camp for the winter. When we arrived, the small
pasture, about 2 acres in extent, was covered in a patchwork quilt of
tents. 'T'he Silver Hut had been occupied for about ten days and the
physiological programme was starting. One of the many difficulties
of working in tents under these field conditions was the cold; all solu-
tions froze solid at night and this often meant a considerable delay at
the start of the day. In addition small flurries of wind drove sand into
instruments unless the tents were closely sealed. We quickly learnt
to deal with these minor difficulties and soon all the members of the
party were carrying out experiments on themselves and each other. A
number of observations had already been made on three or four members
at the M.R.C. Laboratories at Hampstead. We would repeat the
experiments at Mingbo (15,000 ft.), the Silver Hut, 19,000 ft., and on
Makalu, if possible on the Makalu Col at 24,500 ft. This would give
comparable values at four different altitudes and enable some sort of

comparison to be made of any adaptive changes and show evidence of
deterioration at high altitude.
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A number of Sherpas were used during the winter to act as cooks
and to carry loads and stores to the upper two huts.

As work got under way we reverted to the normal week, taking Sunday
as a day off. We found that at Mingbo we could, after a few days, do
a normal sea level day’s work—although our time was limited by the
sun which gave us about a nine hour day.

We had really magnificent and startling views of two mountains,
Taweche and Ama Dablam. A walk half mile down the valley revealed
Everest and the whole of the huge Lhotse-Nuptse wall. On many
evenings the pink glow of the setting sun shone on the summits of these
great peaks with an iridescent and unearthly light.

At the beginning of January we had our first visit from the helicopter.
This caused tremendous excitement amongst our Sherpas and those
of the surrounding villages. 1 heard it, a strange sewing-machine-like
noise early one morning and rushed out of my sleeping bag to see this
gnat-like contraption approaching us from the Dudh Kosi. It looked
minute and fragile agair.;t the massive lower buttresses of Taweche.
Soon it came overhead and, after making a circuit, settled neatly and
without fuss on a small patch of level but rough ground outside one of
our tents. Out climbed an imperturbable Swede; Nils. He was on
a proving flight for the firm who had hired the helicopter.

This American firm, Cook Electric, had hired the helicopter to help
them put in radio stations throughout Nepal. The use of these
machines is bound to revolutionise communications in such a moun-
tainous and rugged country. The helicopter, based on Katmandu, was
hired by the expedition on various occasions. Its ceiling was 19 to
20,000 ft.

We also had a flying visit from the helicopter in January when Sir
Edmund Hillary brought back the Yeti scalp to Khumjung.

About ten days after our arrival at Mingbo, we all went up to the
Silver Hut for Christmas Day. As we trudged up the last hundred
feet to the hut we were welcomed by carols—sung without much puffing
by the hut party stationed on a small ridge just below the hut. The
occupants of the Silver Hut, Jim Milledge, Mike Gill, Tom Nevison
and Wally Romanes had provided a magnificent lunch. Although we
had no turkey, a fine tender steak of yak with potatoes was a worthy
substitute.

After this feast, those who were capable skied for an hour or so and
then we all went back to spend the night at the Green Hut.

In the middle of January John West and I moved up to the Silver
Hut to make a complement of six people living and working at 19,000 ft.

The Silver Hut was prefabricated, circular in cross section and about
22 ft. in length. Its diameter was 12 ft. and within this structure were
bunks for eight people, a table and stove. Double doors with a small
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porch in between were placed at one end. At the other, almost
entirely taken up by windows, were benches for use as a laboratory.
The whole structure was placed on two longitudinal beams, and the
beams were on adjustable legs. The hut had been designed at the
Timber Research Centre with the help of Dr. Pugh.

Inside it resembled the fuselage of an aircraft, a similarity heightened
by the strange, almost air-borne, feeling when the wind blew at gale force.

Next to the hut was a 12-man dome tent which was used as a store
and in which the Sherpas, who were cooking for us, lived. To start
with the cooking was done within the hut, but in January space became
very limited and the cooking was transferred to the dome tent. One
or two smaller tents were also put up; in one of these John West had
most of his apparatus and the rest were used for sleeping and storage.
In addition we had two 1ce-caves, one of which was used as a lavatory
and the other for stores.

The site of this little colony was quite magnificent; we were set on
the edge of a smallish glacier within a formidable cirque of peaks,
dominated on the one hand by Ama Dablam with its tremendous
3,500 ft. E. face, and on the other by a jumble of spectacular ice peaks
overlooking the Mingbo glacier. Behind us were the slopes of the Col
leading over into the Hongu and 3—4 yards in front a drop over the
edge of the glacier. In the distance the many peaks south of Namche
Bazar stood out clearly against the sky, the double headed Numbur
being the most noticeable. Behind these great peaks the sun would set
touching them with all the many colours of the spectrum. On stormy
evenings it was as if an immense smith’s furnace had been lit and
great flames appeared to shoot upwards colouring the mountain slopes
black, orange, red and gold. These great shafts of colour appeared
to pierce the clouds before fading into a cold, greenish-blue sky.

From my bunk in the morning I could see the pink glow of the rising
sun touching the summits of the surrounding peaks to be replaced by
a more golden colour which faded to leave the silver and black of the
snow and rocks against the intense blue of the Himalayan sky.

During the weeks spent at this hut, we had a fairly set routine and
observed the usual week. "T'owards the end of our time we ignored
this rotation of the days as we had our work to finish; nevertheless its
observance helped us to remain fit and fresh, rather than becoming
stale with every day the same,

Although we had electric light and were able to work after dark, and
often did so, we tried to work during the daylight and whilst it was warm.

As always, the first few nights at this height were troubled and broken,
but gradually most of us slept normally.

The day began with breakfast at around 8-¢ o’clock. Often before
this meteorology readings had been taken at 7 o’clock or earlier.
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Breakfast was invariably porridge made from oats or rice; luckily I did
not grow to hate this as did some of the others. Following the porridge,
we had eggs if there were any. 'The whole washed down by either the
Sherpa brand of tea or coffee. Work then started under cramped
conditions, which became more so when the stationary bicycle ergo-
meter was installed.

On the days that the bicycle was used the whole laboratory space, 12
ft. wide by about 8 ft. long, became horribly congested.

Barry Bishop, during the winter, made an accurate survey of the
Mingbo valley and when he was up at the Silver Hut, acted as a subject
for many of the experiments.

In the afternoon we continued work until about 4 o’clock when every-
one was usually tired physically and sick of the small cramped space.
We then used to go out and ski. The fact that we were able to ski at
19,000 ft. and had a fine long run made life immeasurably easier for all
of us. It enabled us to get away from the hut, from each other, and
to take some outdoor exercise.

In addition, with the exception of Griff Pugh who skied in the 1936
Olympics, we were all much the same standard. John West and Jim
Milledge had done about three winters skiing in Austria, whilst I had
spent a winter in Montreal. Mike Gill and Wally Romanes were more
or less beginners, but having a fine balance they learned quickly. The
natural urge to get better at skiing made us all take a great deal of exer-
cise during this short period of the day and, as falling made one so
breathless, we were the more careful to stay upright. The thought, too,
of a sprained or broken ankle made us fairly cautious.

The gentle slopes outside the hut were ideal for our purpose; the
surface was hard névé for a great deal of the winter.

Our metal Head skis bit into this with great effect and were excellent
for the conditions. On one of the steeper slopes just below our hut,
we had our practice piste to which, as we got better, we added a small
slalom course of about eight bamboo poles. Towards the end of the
winter we timed ourselves down this course.

The lower part of the glacier became broken up into ridges and
crevasses and we plotted a fine route amongst these. The run from the
top of the glacier above the hut and beneath the col along the gently
sloping névé into the jumbled lower glacier, provided us with varied
skiing. The only trouble was that a run of between eight and ten min-
utes, took us thirty minutes to ascend. What we lacked was a ski tow.

After skiing, often until the sun got oft the slopes, we went in and
had supper. The evenings were spent reading, writing up our results
and often working out the day’s calculations. We also played bridge
when a four could be gathered. Chess games and problems (from the
T'imes Weekly Supplement) were played and solved.
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During the winter we made one ski-mountaineering excursion. This
took us a whole day as most of us were inexpert skiers and we found it
most tiring, although very interesting.

Above the hut a col, first crossed by Eric Shipton and Sir Edmund
Hillary on the Everest Reconnaissance in 1951, led to the Hongu
glacier. The upper part of this was gradually sloping and very sparsely
crevassed, ideal for skiing. Mike Gill, Wally Romanes, Jim Milledge,
John West and myself carried our skis up to the col and then skied,
some less and some more skilfully, down the Hongu. We then made a
long horizontal traverse towards a glacier which came down from the
South Col. We decided, unwisely, to traverse across to this glacier
and having taken off our skis were soon involved in descending some
rotten rock bluffs. Eventually we reached the glacier and stopped to
have a meal. We then strapped on skis and started up towards the
South Col. We took two and a half hours to reach this. The glacier
was well crevassed, but we found an easy route which was steep in
parts. The snow in places was very deep and soft, with which I for
one had great difficulty in dealing. Some animal, possibly a fox, had
made its way over this pass and had left tracks; we followed these as
they followed the best snow and the best route to the upper slopes of
the glacier. The weather now turned bad and at the South Col we
were greeted by wind and snow. The far side was very steep and
although Jim, the most experienced skier in the party, started down the
top slopes—he soon came to an impassable crevasse. Luckily we had
an ice-axe in the party, so as soon as I got down to him I cut steps over
the crevasse and we descended on foot for a few hundred feet. We
then strapped on our skis and continued down the glacier to the Green
Hut. By now most of us were very tired and fell fairly often. How-
ever, it was easier to ski than to walk. Finally we reached the lower end
of the glacier and removed our skis. Some Sherpas met us here and
took these. A further two hours stumbling over snow-covered boulders
plus a final few hundred feet uphill brought us tired out to the haven
of our hut. We all stayed here for the night except for Wally who found
enough energy to climb up to the Silver Hut for the night in order to
continue met. observations the next day.

RAKPA PEAK

All the peaks which rose from the cirque behind the Silver Hut were
steep and each had some notable feature. Pumadablam (21,000 ft.)
looked like a smaller edition of its bigger mother Ama Dablam—hence
its name, Daughter peak. This peak was climbed in November by
Jim Milledge with a Sherpa, and a few days later by Pat Bartram.
Next to it was a smaller hump and then the ridge curved back to include
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another glacier. From here a very fine, fluted snowpeak rose. It was
difhcult to estimate the angle of its upper slopes—they were certainly
steeper than those on the upper thousand feet of Ama Dablam. Already
we were toying with the idea of an attempt on this magnificent and
impossible-looking peak. From some angles these slopes on Rakpa
Peak, as we were to call it, looked very nearly vertical, from others they
looked a little less forbidding.

One Sunday in February Mike Gill and I set out, together with Jim
Milledge, at the ridiculously late hour of g o’clock. We carried skis,
hoping to be able to ski down the glacier from which Rakpa Peak sprung,
Jim was going to leave us at the foot of the peak and ski down whilst
we climbed 1t. T'he snow on the glacier was packed hard in its lower
section, but on the upper part we had to make a long traverse on powder
snow with a breakable crust. At 12 o’clock Mike and I started up a
steep little snow slope in order to get to a ridge. Up this we were able
to use crampons without much step cutting. Soon we traversed right
on to some reasonably stable rock and then reached a horizontal aréte
before the final snow ridge. Here the ridge was guarded by a series of
tottering snow and ice gendarmes. Some of these weighed a ton or
more and we detached one which bounded sickeningly down the
flutings; more often we skirted them gingerly. On the left, a north-
ward facing slope, the snow was in very poor condition and not to be
trusted. On the right the snow, packed to an ice-like consistency, was
better. On it were stuck blobs of snow, good, bad and indifferent in
quality. We used many of these to quicken our progress. On the very
steep upper portion Mike Gill led and cut steps for a rope’s length at a
time. I followed as quickly as possible, arriving very out of breath.
At 4 o’clock we reached the crest of the ridge and decided to turn back.
We were about twenty minutes from the summit of the mountain—
which was a few easy rope lengths away.

The descent was uneventful and we regained our skis at 6.0 p.m.
The tension which had been exceedingly high during the last six hours
went slack like cutting a taut elastic. For my own part I was very
glad to be off the peak, as was Mike, for we had been climbing nearly at
an Alpine pace on very steep and exposed ice. The sun was gradually
sinking behind Numbur, Menlungtse and the peaks to the West when
we put on our skis and started down, following Jim’s tracks. The
snow was now 1n poor condition and we were too tired to ski safely, so
after a number of falls we unstrapped them and continued slowly on
foot. It was dark before we reached the foot of the glacier. However,
we were encouraged by the arrival of some Sherpas to take our skis.
The few hundred feet up to the Silver Hut were interminable; many
times we stopped and reflected that exhaustion at high altitudes is of a
different category to that encountered at lower levels.
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THE SouTH RIDGE OoF AMA DABLAM SEEN FROM SILVER Hur.



