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Everest NE Ridge—The Seligmann
Harris Expedition
Ronald Faux
Plates 39-40

Some Himalayan pundits suggest that the NE ridge of Everest is a contrived
route. This surely cannot be so, even though the last, highest section is formed
by the well-trodden N ridge upon which Mallory and Irvine disappeared and
which was the target for every pre-war expedition. Any doubt that the NE ridge
ranks as a fine objective in its own right and arguably as the truest, most clearly
defined ridge on Everest must disappear with the first view of the mountain
from Rongbuk monastery. I t  stands out as the most obvious line up the
mountain.

Seen from that point, the N ridge rising from the N col is not at all obvious,
the huge shoulder of the W ridge is flatly angled and dissolves into the N face,
which itself appears intimidatingly open to avalanches and to have no distinc-
tive line. Elsewhere on the mountain the established routes dart hither and
thither from ice-fall to col, from face to ridge, and far more deserve the
description 'contrived'.

Perhaps the reason those early attempts on Everest from the Tibetan side
preferred not to attempt the NE ridge was because it does appear to be more
difficult and holds a higher altitude for a greater part of its length. Reason
enough to go for the softer option of  the N col, especially in the days of
inefficient oxygen equipment and when the summit was the thing rather than
finding an elegant or challenging way up the mountain. Certainly Chris
Bonington, Pete Boardman, Joe Tasker and Dick Renshaw considered the
ridge a worthwhile and powerful challenge in 1982 when they attempted it
alpine-style and without oxygen equipment. That huge high-altitude undertak-
ing ended in tragedy and the deaths of Boardman and Tasker. The ridge has
been attempted once since then, but remains unclimbed.

The Seligmann Harris expedition was a different style of approach. It was a
conventional, big-battalion assault on mountaineering's best-known last great
problem, with no heroics, plenty of climbers for mutual support, and well-
stocked and established camps to offer safe retreat when the objective dangers
became too great. The plan also included the use of oxygen sets above 7600m,
although no high-altitude porters were to be used. All carries above Advanced
Base at 6400m would be done by the climbers—hence the large number invited
on the expedition.

There were many well-known names, among them Joe Brown, Mo Anthoine,
Paul Nunn, Clive Rowlands and Ali Kellas. The team included Paul Moores
(deputy leader), Philip Horniblow, Patrick Green, Harry Taylor, John English,
Pete Long, Will Thomson, Trevor Pilling, Sam Roberts, Bill Barker, Paddy
Freaney and Loel Guinness. The leader, Brummie Stokes, late of the SAS, had
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climbed Everest in 1976 with the British-Nepalese Army Expedition and had
been with an SAS team to the N face in 1984. Harry Taylor, Paddy Freaney and
Dr Philip Horniblow were all ex-SAS hands. This unusual mixture of civilian
and service climbers might have created some temperamental tensions on a long
and demanding expedition, but none materialized. Indeed, the adventure could
hardly have been more successful—even though the summit was not reached.

A film-crew, drawn together at the last minute, joined Tony Riley, one of the
most experienced mountaineering film-makers. With him were Chris Knowles,
Nigel Goldsack and Steven Ley, none of whom had been on any mountain
before. They stayed stoically at Advanced Base for more than two months.

The climb divided into neat sections. Base Camp was established below the
main snout of the Rongbuk Glacier, an hour's walk from the monastery and
below the sombre mound carrying memorials to some of the climbers who have
died on Everest. I t  was also close to a spring which remained reliable for the
three months the expedition spent there and, at 5200m, was at exactly the
optimum level for recuperation after a spell at high altitude. An interim camp
was established on the moraine of the E Rongbuk Glacier some five hours above
Base, and an Advanced Base Camp another five hours further on, at 6500m,
where the moraine ran into solid ice.

It was interesting to compare the two sides of Everest, for they are so totally
unalike. Not only is the mountain unrecognizable in shape, but the approach is
different in character. Expeditions approach the S side via a long march lasting
up to a fortnight which gives a gentle introduction to altitude and to the
unfolding scenery of  the high Himalaya. Above Base Camp climbers are
immediately confronted with ice and the labyrinth of the Khumbu Ice-fall. On
the N side of the mountain climbers arrive by 'road', or at least by a track with
the quality of a river bed that tests the springs of the battered Chinese trucks to
the ultimate.

From there the track runs up a natural 'roadway' of glacier moraine to
Advanced Base, and only then is it necessary to put on crampons for the glacier
crossing to the foot of the ridge. The two previous attempts had climbed across
the wide sweep of avalanche-prone ground to the Ruphu La, a high pass at the
foot of the NE ridge. Since this was a post-monsoon attempt, the mountain was
still heavily plastered with snow and a bonus, perhaps the only bonus, was that
the 450m buttress forming the base of the ridge was consolidated by the cold
into a feasible route.

The yak teams spent three weeks ferrying the three tons of equipment to
Interim and Advanced Base Camps whilst Anthoine, Brown, Freaney and Bill
Barker began exploring the first section of the ridge. The slopes to the Ruphu
La were dangerous because of the weight of snow lying on them which led the
climbers to explore the steep buttress which rose directly from the glacier on to
the ridge. At  this point they were well ahead of the main supply line, and
through a 'logistical mix-up' only Barker had managed to acquire ice-axe and
crampons. Food had also run short at that early stage, so the first exploration of
what became known as 'Bill's Buttress' was led entirely by Barker with his
fellow-climbers supporting him, equipped with umbrellas and a couple of
dessert spoons. They were sustained by a large carton of fruit drops.
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Base Camp was established early in August and was a delightful alternative to
the howling dogs and filth of the Xigur compound where we had acclimatized
for several days before moving up to Rongbuk. As a journalist and, therefore,
observer of the Climb I  had a different set of problems to Barker on his
buttress. The original plan, in the days when the expedition was intended as a
purely SAS affair, was to set up a satellite transmitter at Base Camp and relay
live pictures direct to Britain and America. Unfortunately the Chinese author-
ities failed to provide the necessary permissions for this enterprise. As Stokes
put it: 'They never said "no" but they never said "yes", which is the oriental
way of saying "no".' This put considerable financial strain on the expedition as
it prepared to leave, and a £62,000 donation from the city merchant bankers
Seligmann Harris, who were marking the Big Bang with a dash of phi-
lanthropy, saved the day.

With not so much as a passing forked stick with which to transmit my reports
on progress to The Times I  was forced to ask trekkers, visitors and anyone
willing to oblige to post them in the nearest reliable box which was over 600km
away. Several reports failed to surface in London, but others did, including one
given to a girl who was cycling around the world.

As the monsoon petered out, Everest became a busy place. Expeditions
ebbed and flowed up the northern approach, and the teams of Rongbuk yaks
were kept at full stretch. The animals carrying our three tons of food and
climbing gear up the mountain also brought down the equipment used by a
Chilean expedition to the N ridge that had decided to withdraw after one of its
members was killed. The climber, Victor-Hugo Trujillo, stepped through a
cornice on the N col in mist. He was only 100m from his tent, and his fall
triggered a huge avalanche across the entire face leading from the glacier to the
col. The eight other climbers, from a university in Santiago, were so distressed
by the loss of  their youngest member that they called off the climb and
descended in solemn despair as we ascended in cheerful hope. Such is the sport
of climbing.

In these early days, with the buttress climbers having eliminated two sides
from a very large triangle, the expedition was at least one week ahead of
schedule, and with the weather improving all the time, apart from the occasion-
al tail-lash from the monsoon, things looked good. We were not alone in this
hope. Roger Marshall, a climber born in Cumbria, England, and now living in
Colorado, USA, was waiting in his camp across the glacier to make a solo
attempt via the N col and the N face. A Swiss-French team had been waiting
nearly two months to try the N face via the Hornbein couloir. A large American
expedition arrived with two objectives: to locate the pocket camera used by
Mallory and Irvine and solve the eternal riddle of whether or not they reached
the summit in 1924 before they disappeared and, secondly, to put the first
American woman on the top of Everest.

More American flags appeared on the opposite side of the glacier when a
team of climbing/hang-gliding enthusiasts arrived to attempt the W ridge and,
at the same time, launch their gliders from it. Their leader, Steven McKinney,
had held the world speed-ski record five times. In addition there were many
trekking groups, organized or illegal, and small groups riding rugged mountain
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bikes across the rough moraine to Base Camp to spend a few days gazing at
Everest from arguably its most historic and secretly preserved side.

A large expedition is a natural target for such parties, ours in particular, for
we had Chef de Cuisine Pat Green, a professional chef and no mean climber.
Our stomachs followed him around the mountain, and when he was at Base
Camp the aroma of freshly baked bread or an excellent steak pie bubbling
beneath a perfect crust would drift seductively across the Rongbuk glacier from
the kitchen. The smell would magnetize the nostrils of every passing trekker
who drifted in like a Bisto kid to the place where Pat performed his small
miracles. Crêpe Suzette with full majestic flambe, Piment Farcie as served at ten
guineas a time at the best London hotels, Plat de Charcuterie, and a dozen other
delicious specialities light-years away from normal expedition fare.

Although some visitors who arrived at his kitchen door were well-equipped,
self-sufficient and no more than curious about how such exotic smells should
emerge from such an unlikely setting, others were in poor shape. III-clothed,ill-
fed, badly equipped and occasionally ill-mannered, they regarded our expedi-
tion as a sort of soup-kitchen, there for their convenience.

Our main line of defence against this onslaught of freeloaders was Rongbuk
Rosie, an inflatable woman who lurked behind the poles of the mess-tent,
naked as the day she left the plastics factory that stamped her out. Her blonde
curls had the texture of valve springs, heavily made-up eyes opened and shut in
contrived ecstasy, scarlet lips were permanently agape. Parts of  her were
meticulously fashioned, other bits were more carelessly shaped—hands and
feet, for example, had the clumsy look of third-degree frostbite before the black
sets in. When the sun shone on the tent Rosie expanded to the size of some
hideous Bavarian bierkeller wench with Falstaff-Ian arms and legs and a
straining mainsail of a bosom. On frosty nights she became anorexic; pink,
plastic flesh sagging emptily, with wrinkles appearing where no human wrinkle
ever ventured. The net effect of this female Frankenstein was fairly electric.
Hippies drifted in, blinked, and drifted out again. Sensitive folk made their
excuses and left. Aggressive feminists from America were rendered speechless
by such a grotesque distortion of the female form. Rosie did a good job.

A steady routine developed between the camps, but the expected spell of
calm weather dividing the end of the monsoon from the onset of the Himalayan
winter was failing to materialize. There were good spells during which progress
was made ferrying gear to Camp One (7070m) at the head of Bill's buttress,
where a snow rib joined the main ridge, and on to an ice-cave holding six
climbers that formed Camp Two (7300m). But too often the snow was deep,
progress was desperately slow and the weather would always close in before
substantial progress could be made. Using the climbing team to carry loads of
20kg on steep ground at more than 6000m also took a severe toll, even amongst
those climbers who had acclimatized well.

On 29 August the attention of everyone at the lower camps turned to the N
face where Jean Troillet, a mountain guide from Orsieres in Switzerland, and
Erhard Loretan from Gruyeres, made their historic alpine-style climb of the N
face using neither rope nor oxygen equipment. They spent just over 30 hours,
mostly in the dark, climbing the face via the Japanese and the Hornbein
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couloirs, then breaking out towards the W ridge. They reached the summit in
the early afternoon, admired the view for over an hour and glissaded the 2400m
face, reaching the foot in 31/2 hours. The previous autumn the pair climbed K2
and Dhaulagiri, and Everest counted as Loretan's ninth 8000m peak.

Their style was in sharp contrast to ours but carried enormous risks with it,
and their timing proved to be perfect. When September came, instead of the
expected calm before the storm, we received only the storm. During rests la
Base Camp the climbers studied the photographs in Bonington and Clarke's
book Everest: The Unchmbed Ridge—the account of the 1982 expedition—and
marvelled at the rocky edge to the ridge and the sparseness of snow. Now the
ridge was thigh-deep in soft snow, with avalanche-prone slopes to the right and
an undefined edge to the left where cornices overhung the Kangshung face. It
was taking four or five hours to traverse the gently-angled section of ridge to
Camp Two, carrying or dragging the loads of gear and oxygen cylinders. The
huge shapes of the Pinnacles, the key to the ridge, still seemed to be an age
away.

At that time expectations fluctuated with the weather. When the wind
checked, the snow became finn and the sun shone cheerfully, we were counting
the hours i t  would take simply to 'zip over the Pinnacles', perhaps stay
overnight in the American Camp Six, and the next day 'whip up to the top' and
home again via the N  col. Then the weather howled again, clouds of snow
quilted the ridge, everything seemed impossible and not even the first Pinnacle
was attainable.

As September slipped by, with only intermittently good spells of weather,
the Rongbuk river shrank and froze. Each morning at Base Camp was marked
by a sharp frost. Higher up the mountain, where there was now a well-
established trail like scar tissue on the old grey skin of the glacier, the winter
was starting to bite with a vengeance. Time after time the climbers were forced
off the ridge, frustrated because they had now come to close quarters with it
and knew that it was not difficult technically. Only the appalling weather was
holding them back from the most significant unclimbed route on the world's
highest mountain.

By mid-October they had been driven back three times to a point reached
three weeks earlier, and new snow and avalanches had wiped out their
established trail and torn away many of their fixed safety-ropes. At each break
in the weather a pair of climbers would try to resurrect the route, often then
scurrying down the fixed ropes of the buttress to Advanced Base because of the
snow conditions. Pete Long, one of  the strongest members of  the team,
recalled: 'The under-surface creaked and felt very unstable. I looked round at
the slope and wished I was somewhere else. Anywhere else.' Three times in less
than a month they abandoned the ridge. One storm confined the climbers at
Advanced Base to their tents for 50 hours and dumped over one metre of fresh
snow on the mountain. Everything depended on a sudden high wind clearing
the ridge, followed by the elusive calm spell. The wind came, together with
more snow-clouds and no calm spell.

By mid-October hope and energy were both running out. It took two weeks,
broken by bad weather, to stock Camp Two at 7300m and fix ropes to the top of
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the second buttress at a point where the Pinnacles rose towards the junction
with the N ridge. A final, bold bid to cross the Pinnacles, the ice-covered rocks
that form the crux of the ridge, was made by Harry Taylor and Trevor Pilling.
They pushed on up the ridge carrying 22kg loads to a third camp at 8000m close
to the first Pinnacle. As they dug into a snow-hole they pinned every hope on a
calm 16 October, but the day dawned with violent winds hammering the ridge,
creating a chill factor of minus 70 degrees. Even through the wild flurries of
snow and the beating wind, Pilling could see that the climb would be perfectly
feasible in technical terms, but progress was out of the question that day. The
two climbers turned back and struggled to safety, forced at times on to all fours
by the wind.

The Americans on the N and the W ridges were equally frustrated by the
severe weather and, after a Sherpa was killed by an avalanche as he was
descending from the N col, both attempts were abandoned. All the climbers
eventually withdrew safely to Base Camp.

That is not the end of the story, however. A smaller team led by Stokes has
already got permission to attempt the ridge next spring, using high-altitude
Sherpas and arriving more economically via Kathmandu. The pre-monsoon
period between April and June is thought to offer the best conditions for an
attempt which, again, will be in conventional style, using oxygen equipment
above 7600m. Close cooperation is expected with a Swedish expedition which
will be attempting the traditional N ridge at the same time.

Summing up this year's climb, Stokes said: 'We know our adversary very
well now, and there is every reason to expect much better conditions in the
spring. There is no doubt that too many o f  the climbers simply burned
themselves out, carrying loads on the lower part of the ridge. No one could have
tried harder, but the effort of getting scores of heavy loads up to the high
camps, then the pressure from the terrible weather, made it impossible. It was a
safe retreat, an excellent expedition in so many ways, and we will do our best
again in spring.'
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