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Everest
The Best Writing and Pictures
Edited by Peter Gillman
Foreword by Sir Edmund Hillary, Picture Research by Audrey Salkeld
Little Brown 1993, pp208, £25

Thisisa superb, monumental and lavishly illustrated book. As a Russian
courier, I played a tiny part in securing some of the material before the
publisher’s deadline. When, in return, I received and opened an early
complimentary copy, I was totally absorbed for two hours, oblivious of
my bedtime. So I was happy to be invited to review this book for the
Alpine Journal.

Publication was timed to coincide with the 40th Anniversary of the first
ascent. It’s all there, from Claude White’s photograph taken from Khamba
Dzong during the British Mission to Tibet in 1903-4, to the novelty stunts
of the last five years: Boivin’s parapente descent of 8000ft in 11 minutes
to the Western Cwm; Batard’s round trip from Base in 22'/> hours; the
1991 hot-air balloon flights; and Tardivel’s ski descent from the South
Summit in September 1992. ‘I am thankful,” says Sir Edmund Hillary in
his Foreword, that I climbed Everest in the days of innocence, when every-
thing was new and a constant challenge, and for me at least publicity was
a bit of a laugh.” Now it’s serious business!

The editor, journalist Peter Gillman, relates how he first fell under Ever-
est’s spell when, as a boy of eleven, he was taken to the film of the 1953
ascent and was transfixed by cameraman Tom Stobart’s epic pan, seem-
ing to last several minutes, from the snow-covered floor of the Western
Cwm to the corniced crest of the Summit Ridge. That shot often returned
to Gillman as he sifted through the hundreds of extracts, articles and
photographs which he and Audrey Salkeld had gathered. In the end he
resolved on a mix of old and new, of familiar icons and unpublished
material with which to convey the awe he first felt 40 years before.

He has divided the material into four periods with appropriate cap-
tions: “The finest cenotaph in the world” (Somervell) covering the British
attempts before the Second World War; ‘Ed, my boy, this is Everest’
(Hillary’s self-encouragement on the Summit Ridge) for the 1950s and 60s;
‘All the world lay before us’ (Scott), for the 1970s; and finally ‘A dream-
like sense of disbelief” (Venables) from 1980 to the end of 1992.

- The book ends with an incredible eleven pages of statistics, listing 485
ascents by 428 people over 13 different routes — over half the ascents having
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been made in the last five years. It classifies with Wisden-like accuracy
and detail the 115 deaths, the 51 ascents without artificial oxygen (includ-
ing an astonishing 7 by Sherpa Ang Rita), the 16 by women, the youngest
person at 17, the oldest at 55, the 32 in a day on 12 May 1992. But the
circus rolls on, as the number of ascents seems to rise exponentially. On 10
May 1993 there were 38 on top.

What can we learn from all this frenzied activity? I have an increasing
respect for the scientific intellect of George Finch who, in addition to his
well-known strong advocacy of supplementary oxygen, rejected the tradi-
tional Alpine clothing recommended for 1922 in favour of a quilted
eiderdown jacket of his own design —an early duvet. On his high-altitude
attempt he also had the good sense to take his boots to bed with him,
unlike his companions who had to spend a further hour thawing them out
over lighted candles. At 26,500ft he then watched carefully to see how his
partner Geoffrey Bruce (the General’s nephew) coped with the slippery
sloping slabs on the N face on ‘his first mountaineering expedition’. The
fact that such indifferently chosen teams could get so high so early, surely
contributed to the long delay in climbing Everest? It took the spur of inter-
national competition, the scientific deductions concerning oxygen rates,
dehydration and acclimatisation, clearly reported by Dr Griffith Pugh in
1952, and the outstanding planning and leadership of a well-knit team by
John Hunt, for Hillary and Tenzing to achieve ultimate success in 1953.

It is a sad reflection that, despite these basic lessons, so many parties
still push on regardless for their moment of glory, and return by the slim-
mest of margins or suffer severe frostbite or death from exhaustion on the
descent.

After 1953 there was a gap of 25 years before Everest was climbed with-
out supplementary oxygen by Messner and Habeler in 1975. Since then
the proliferating climbing population has produced a significant number
of mortals of Olympian physique and fitness capable of this feat. But the
number of successful ascents seems unlikely to continue at the recent
rate. In the autumn of 1993 the Nepalese government increased the peak
fee substantially to $10,000 per climber passing through the Khumbu icefall.
This should reduce the number of expeditions sharply — a measure which
I fully support, particularly if some of the income is ploughed back to
improve the lot of the Sherpas and other hill people and to conserve the
fragile Himalayan environment.

In conclusion, Peter Gillman and Audrey Salkeld are to be congratulated
on their series of partial glimpses which together interpret the whole.
Mallory’s first awesome view of Everest on 13 June 1921: ‘Gradually, very
gradually, we saw the great mountainsides and glaciers and arétes, now
one fragment now another through the floating rifts, until far higher than
imagination had dared to suggest the whole summit of Everest appeared.
And in this series of partial glimpses we had seen a whole: we were able
to piece together the fragments, to interpret the dream.’

George Band
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The High Mountains of the Alps
Volume 1: The Four-Thousand-Metre Peaks
Helmut Dumler and Willi P Burkhardt
Diadem Books/The Mountaineers, 1993, pp224, £30.00

Once again, Ken Wilson has given great service to mountaineering by
having the vision to introduce Dumler and Burkhardt’'s sumptuous
publication to the English-speaking Alpinist. The collection of giants by
their standard routes, whether it be 8000m Himalayan mountains, the
highest points on the seven continents, or the 4000m peaks of the Alps, is
becoming an increasingly popular, and many would argue a rather un-
imaginative, part of our sport.

Karl Blodig is generally accepted as the first person to have climbed all
the Alpine 4000m peaks, and in the early part of this century he wrote a
guide to these ascents — Die Viertausender der Alpen — which listed the 57
summits he had climbed. In 1932 Eustace Thomas became the first British
climber to complete Blodig’s original list (though by this stage Blodig
himself had completed 76 summits), and as the years progressed even
more ‘tops’ were added.

Not surprisingly, there are now a number of lists of 4000ers in existence,
from as few as 52 (the total number of completely separate mountains) to
around 150 peaks and tops (Goedeke). When Martin Moran and Simon
Jenkins made their continuous traverse in 1993, the criterion was to include
summits that had a height separation of 35m or more. This gave a total of
75. A couple of years ago a French guide listed 108 ‘summits’, based on
the number of individually named points with a height of 4000m or above.
Recently, in an attempt to put an end to the endless arguments, a UIAA/
CAI initiative came up with a list of 82, including the Grand Pilier d’ Angle,
and this may well be used as the bench-mark in the future.

The second edition of Blodig’s original work was republished in 1968
with a considerable amount of revision. The new material was added by
Helmut Dumler - one-time deputy editor of the famous German publica-
tion Alpinismus — who had himself just completed all the 4000ers. In 1989
Dumler co-opted the talents of Swiss photographer Willi Burkhardt, and
between them they produced a new edition which formed the basis for
Ken Wilson’s translation. The recent version highlights 61 main peaks;
yet to me it always seems dubious to draw up a list that includes all ten
tops of Monte Rosa, yet only Pointe Walker on the Grandes Jorasses or just
the Grafeniere on the Grand Combin. You see: the arguments are endless!

The majority of chapters are dedicated to a single 4000er and include
mouthwatering plates which flatter its magnificent architecture, often from
several different viewpoints. These are complemented by action photo-
graphs, taken most frequently, but by no means exclusively, on the normal
route of ascent. In addition, there are many small topographical draw-
ings detailing the various features and established routes that are visible
in the main photographs, while Don Sargeant’s excellent sketch-maps of
the three main massifs form an essential aid to the geography.
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The accompanying text neatly summarises the historic exploration that
took place on the more obvious lines of weakness and then notes some of
the more important subsequent climbs. Into this Wilson has subtly blended
further information and anecdotal material extracted from reference
sources of the period, notably early volumes of the Alpine Journal.

Valuable practical information is boxed at the end of each chapter in the
form of a brief summary of the relevant valley bases, huts, routes, maps
and guidebooks. Okay, we all have different opinions on gradings, and
many of the route times seem a little generous, which is no bad thing, but
the only real error, and one that occurs on many occasions throughout the
book, is the misprint which reverses the Roman numeral IV. The middle-
grade climber looking for slightly more ambitious ways up these noble
mountains, will initially be horrified to find that many of his desired clas-
sics now contain rock pitches of VI or even VI+.

All this aside, the overwhelming impact must be the sheer magnificence
of Burkhardt's photography. In this he has excellent subject material, for
a high proportion of the 4000ers would probably be included in any list of
the Alps’ most beautiful mountains. However, he also has some material
advantages: large and medium format cameras — many of the full-page
plates are reproductions from original 10" x 8" transparencies — and a son
with his own light aircraft, resulting in a number of original and inter-
esting aerial views of the mountains cloaked in heavy winter snow. The
shadows of a winter evening across the NW face of the Monch, the dra-
matic double-page spread of the N face of the Breithorn and, possibly my
favourite, an ethereal view of the shapely Brunegghorn, Bishorn and
Weisshorn rising above a forested alp to the north, are just three of many
technical masterpieces.

To these Wilson has added 150 photographs from various sources, and
although some of these would appear outstanding in a different context,
they inevitably take second place beside Burkhardt’s pin-sharp, full page
panoramas. Even so, Jim Teesdale’s shot of the Nadelgrat at dawn, John
Allen’s crisp reproductions of the Rochefort Aréte (the only monochrome
print in the book), Teesdale’s informative collection depicting the ascent
of the Zinalrothorn, or some of O’Connor’s and David Wynne-Jones’s
Matterhorn and Mont Blanc shots, certainly capture the essence of the
climb in question.

The High Mountains of the Alps is thus a book primarily for the holiday
Alpinist (and ski-mountaineer), who wishes to climb the traditional routes
on the 4000ers. However, the middle-grade Alpinist will also find consid-
erable inspiration, for who could not be moved by the fabulous panorama
of the Paradiso range from Mont Blanc, or plates that include the delecta-
ble Weisshorn or Obergabelhorn? The more ambitious will, after a little
research, be able to study in detail some of the modern technical offerings
on the various faces, and the innovator, with a copy of the most recent
definitive guidebook in hand, will be able to expose a few of the remain-
ing secrets. In the case of one peak even this study is unnecessary, as two
major unclimbed lines are duly noted in the text.
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This is the first of a proposed two-part series, with the second volume
looking at the best of the 3000m peaks. The potential for a work of even
greater interest and significance to the Alpine mountaineer is staggering.
I can hardly wait for its publication. v
Lindsay Griffin

The Climbers. A History of Mountaineering
Chris Bonington
BBC Books and Hodder & Stoughton, 1992, pp288, £16.95

When Chris Bonington visited Bombay in May 1992 he carried a copy of
The Climbers, his 12th book. When he returned in September 1992, he
brought his 13th book: Sea, Ice and Rock. Not many writers, especially
mountaineers, can boast of such prolific writing achievements. The Climbers
deals with ‘A History of Mountaineering’. There have been a few books in
this genre, starting with the most celebrated of them all, Kenneth Mason’s
Abode of Snow. Mason’s book covered the period from the earliest time till
the first ascent of Everest in 1953. He covered only the Himalayan and
trans-Himalayan ranges. Chris has a different line-up. He covers both the
Alps and the Himalaya from 1881 to 1990, while Audrey Salkeld adds A
Brief History of Mountaineering from 218 BC, ensuring a complete record
of adventure.

If Mason’s book is a thorough experience, like a symphony playing, with
all the pieces, Bonington’s book is to be read in an armchair with a cup of
tea and a violin concerto playing lively tunes. The difference is obvious,
But what is lost by way of complete coverage, Bonington makes up by
way of extremely good reading and fun. He himself is part of the history,
and he knows it:

It is difficult for me to be completely objective since I have been
closely and directly involved with the development of climbing
in the last forty years. It has filled my life, given me that com-
bination of joy, excitement, wonder and inevitably sorrow at the
loss of all too many friends, but I hope that this has enabled me
to empathise all the better with those early climbers who first
explored the mysteries of the Alps and trace the course of this
serpentine river of ours.

So, turning familiarity to an advantage, Bonington writes about the climb-
ers (not explorers). For the younger generation, particularly, the first 200
pages tell all the well-known stories and weave different patterns. This is
enjoyable and exciting with the right mix of events and stories.

The latter pages consider the last 37 years, a long period. The chapters
present three main issues, leaving behind attempts to be exhaustive. The
major climbs and development of climbing the mountains the ‘hard way
up’ are considered. In the chapter entitled ‘The Art of Suffering’, extreme
climbing is taken up. Exploits of Messner, Kurtyka and Kukuczka and
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the deaths of Boardman,Tasker and MacIntyre are covered in detail. But
the last chapter is a stealer: ‘Always a Little Further’. Here Bonington
considers the major developments, which may affect the future attitudes.
Sponsorship, commercial climbs, sport climbing and various developments
in rock-climbing advancements are touched upon. We are left with a vision
of the future.

In his opening sentence, Bonington declares the scope of the book: ‘In
writing a one-volume history of mountaineering I have had no choice but
to be selective.” It is here that some can have a grouse against this book. To
a lay reader it may appear that mountaineering is still a British preserve,
or that only Americans and Europeans indulge in the sport. Not enough
mention is made about the Japanese climbers or of climbers from many
countries such as South Korea, India and others. This has led to specific
achievements of these nationalities being ignored. For example, the
traverse of the Nanda Devi peaks by the Indo-Japanese team; and climbs
of many high peaks in the East Karakoram by the Japanese in the 1970s are
not mentioned. They marched for weeks to reach the base camps over
high passes and climbed giants like Singhi Kangri, Teram Kangri and oth-
ers. One may not like the fixed-ropes but they are there, even as a style.

The personal selection necessarily misses out on some areas. Thus Paul
Bauer’s attempts on Kangchenjunga from Sikkim by the NE spur are taken
up, but not the completion of the route in 1977 by the Indians. The 1979
British route by the N face also gets a mention.

The development of alpine-style climbing and the achievements of small
teams and smaller, independent climbs, deserved a passing mention at
least. Small expeditions like those of Shipton and Tilman still attract
many. Stephen Venables’ climb of Kishtwar-Shivling with Dick Renshaw,
and even Bonington’s own ascent with Jim Fotheringham of Shivling West,
were trend-setters, and this brand of climbing should be emphasised.
That would be really looking into the future.

But these are only small personal observations and do not detract from
the merit and enjoyment of the book. To write the history of mountain-
eering someone would have to fill half a dozen volumes and the author
would still not be able to include everything.

Bonington, even at his age and with his experience, refuses to be
‘sidelined” and looks forward to the future with an open mind and wel-
comes change. I am sure readers will look forward to many more books
from Bonington in future.

Harish Kapadia

(This review first appeared in the Himalayan Journal in 1993 and is repro-
duced by kind permission of the Editor/author.)
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The Ascent
Ten Men and Two Women on the Brink of an Abyss
Jeff Long
Headline Features, 1993, pp370, pb, £4.99

When I am away on expeditions, I often read exciting thriller type novels.
They are escapist and quite often a bit far-fetched, but enjoyable. I have
not read many mountaineering novels and eagerly looked forward to
getting stuck into this book which won the Boardman Tasker Memorial
Award.

Objectively, I can see that Jeff Long has put a lot of thought and effort
into the book, and perhaps an inner meaning — not that I found it. The
Ascent tells the story of an attempt to climb the ‘Kore Wall route” on the
North Face of Mount Everest — an imaginary ‘last great problem’, loosely
based on the West Face of Makalu. Fair enough so far; and changing the
geography of a couple of passes on the north side of Everest is OK too —
this is a novel. But, for me, the expedition described is massively unrealis-
tic and the story corny and predictable, yet slightly baffling.

An opening sequence in the USA involves an accident and mountain
rescue. The so-called MRT walks away and leaves a woman trapped in a
crevasse! They do not even try to get her out. Where are the helicopters
and media that would be involved?

The story then moves on to the nineties and reminds me of the film K2,
which was pure ‘corn’. It is peppered with military images, perhaps to
make the action seem more sensational. After all, where is the fast-mov-
ing action in planning and preparing an expedition, plodding into Base
Camp and setting up higher camps? At Base Camp ‘J] ... reached deep into
the pile and extracted a 300 foot coil of orange rope and held it over his head,
whooping, “Firepower!”’ 1 am surprised his team did not include Clint, Sly
and Arnie, replete with helicopter gunships!

Later, when a camp is set up inside a cave on the mountain, the whole
story loses any credibility I was trying to give it or, indeed, any enjoyment
I was trying to get out of it. I have never seen or heard of a large cave, big
enough for a camp, high up on a mountain. If such a cave existed, it would
certainly not be calm inside. Spindrift would pour in and fill it up with
snow!

The story then degenerates into a supposedly reader-gripping account
of avalanches, retreat, a gory description of a leg amputation and inner
meanings about the Chinese occupation of Tibet. Maybe I was missing
some ‘inner message’, but The Ascent did not thrill me. It irritated me with
its military comparisons, technical inaccuracies and American expressions.
What, for example, is ‘goosing’? One of the climbers ‘was goosing his har-
ness good and snug around his loins’!

It has been reported that one reason Long wrote The Ascent was so that
‘we not forget Tibet’ and the genocide its people have suffered at the hands
of the Chinese. ‘I don’t think climbers should climb in Tibet,” Long said at
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the annual meeting of the American Alpine Club (as reported in the Ameri-
can magazine Climbing). ‘I've done it myself, but I won’t be going again.’
The genocide is undoubtedly true, but the western world has left its ac-
tion a bit late; apparently more Chinese ‘settlers’ now live in Tibet than
Tibetans. I first went to Tibet and Lhasa in 1984 and over the years I have
been back several times and to Lhasa again in 1991. The changes and the
Chinese development and building programme were marked. But by stay-
ing away from Tibet, climbers would only help to isolate the country and
enable the Chinese to continue any oppression unseen. Visiting Tibet surely
helps to mix our cultures and values, perhaps creating more understand-
ing and openness. ‘Sanctioning’ Tibet would seem to serve no construc-

tive purpose.
Perhaps non-mountaineers will love The Ascent, find it gripping and
thrilling and think it shows Himalayan mountaineering as it is. It is not.
Alan Hinkes

This Game of Ghosts
The sequel to Touching the Void
Joe Simpson
Jonathan Cape, 1993, pp320, £16.99

A boyish face grins out from several of the illustrations in this book; it is
frank, open, relaxed, engaging. Yet I found the impressions conveyed by
the author’s text often at variance with that image. Like anyone else en-
thralled by Touching the Void 1 was keen to know more about this appar-
ently remarkable man, a survivor extraordinary, but Joe Simpson’s third
book left me faintly dissatisfied, even disappointed.

It begins with a flashback to the immediate aftermath of the traumatic
events in the Peruvian Andes. However, although described as ‘the
sequel’, it is much more an autobiographical account of his whole approach
to mountaineering, and very readable too. Early chapters cover boyhood
adventures when his dare-devil character emerges, clearly etched against
a comfortable background of army family life, much of it in the Far East.
Boarding school at Ampleforth merits scant mention except that there he
discovers climbing before embarking on an honours degree course in
English literature, at Edinburgh University. Once introduced to the
University Mountaineering Club his life takes a new turn but later, within
six months of his finals, he undergoes what he describes as a catharsis,
drops out of his studies and takes himself off to Chamonix.

Much of what follows is gripping, hand-sweating stuff as Simpson
survives a series of spectacular incidents, far more than his share to be
still alive. Avalanched near the start of his descent of the NE face of Les
Courtes, he is swept 2000ft, almost down to the Argentiere glacier ... and
limps back to the hut. A spine-chilling rockfall removes both boots and
bivouac site high on the Bonatti Pillar of the Dru; the incredible series of
events on Siula Grande, described so vividly in his first book; and yet



